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2  DOWN   THE   WAY. 

mimeroiis  engagements,  was,  at  any  rate, 
bringing  no  mental  rest.  She  roused  herself 
with  a  start,  as  her  aunt's  voice  sounded 
somewhat  sharply  from  the  other  side  of 
the  room — 

^'  Edith,  my  dear,  it  is  evident  that  I 
have  made  a  great  mistake  in  taking  you 
from  your  rustic  retirement.  You  are  look- 
ing dull  and  ill,  and  I  can  only  suppose 
you  are  worrying  yourself  over  something, 
although  you  will  not  let  me  into  the 
secret." 

^'I  suppose  I  am,  Aunt  Sarah,"  answered 
Edith  slowly,  ' '  but  it  is  entirely  a  matter 
of  my  own  feeling,  and  I  daresay  half  of 
it  is  imaginary ;  at  any  rate,  of  this  I  am 
sure,  that  I  should  make  a  great  mistake 
in  speaking  of  it  even  to  you. 

'^  That  is  just  the  fault  of  your  bring- 
ing up,"  said  Mrs.  Mathewson,  irritably. 
^'  All  of   you,  from  Adelaide   to   Laura — it 
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certainly  cannot  be  said  of  Erica — seem 
to  think  it  a  virtue  to  hide  your  thoughts 
and  brood  over  them." 

'^  No,  no,  Aunt  Sarah !  that  is  being 
too  hard  upon  us.  We  do  keep  our 
thoughts — or  rather  om-  feelings — a  good 
deal  to  ourselves,  I  allow;  but  we  are  a 
cheerful  family,  and  don't  brood  over 
them." 

^^  Well,  I  do  not  know  what  you  call 
it  when  you  are  fretting  yourself  ill  over 
something  you  will  not  tell  me  a  word 
about,  when  most  likely  I  could  put  it  all 
to  rights  in  a  moment." 

^'I  am  not  fretting  myself  ill  over  any- 
thing. Aunt  Sarah,"  began  Edith,  with 
some  irritation,  when  she  was  interrupted 
by  the  entrance  of  Bernard  Offord — un- 
announced— as  a  privileged  visitor.  Mrs. 
Mathewson,  watching  her  keenly,  fancied 
she  detected  by  her  heightened  colour  the 
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course  her  thoughts  had  been  taking,  but 
was  much  puzzled  when,  a  moment  or  two 
after,  Greoffrey  Poland  came  in,  and  Edith's 
already  flushed  cheeks  for  a  moment  be- 
came crimson,  and  she  turned  aside  with 
some  trivial  excuse. 

^'  I  could  scarcely  believe  in  my  good 
fortune,  Edith,  when  I  heard  that  you  had 
thrown  over  your  engagement  with  the 
Sterndales,"  said  Bernard.  ^'  This  is  my 
only  spare  afternoon  this  week,  and  I  was 
longing  to  spend  it  here." 

^^  Edith  has  turned  lazy,  and  has  rebelled 
against  every  plan  I  have  made  for  to-day," 
said  Mrs.  Mathewson. 

^'For  lazy — say  tired,"  answered  Edith, 
laughing.  ^^  You  must  remember  I  am 
country -bred." 

^'  Tired,  when  your  visit  is  little  more 
than  half  over?  AVhat  would  you  be  at 
the  end  of  three  or  four  months   of   balls 
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sjiifefes,  and  flattery  ad  ?iauseam  ?  "  inquired 
Geofeey. 

^^  Well,  you  see,"  answered  Edith, 
smiling,  ^'  I  should  begin  by  believing  that 
all  the  flattery  was  sincere,  and  then  it  is 
astonishing  how  much  of  it  you  can  swallow 
without  unpleasant  consequences." 

^^  Can  even  a  beauty  in  her  first  season 
persuade  herself  of  that?"  asked  Geoffrey, 
with  an  ambiguity  which,  although  common 
with  him,  alway  puzzled  and  irritated 
Edith. 

^'  That  I  am  quite  unable  to  say,"  she 
answered,  rising  and  going  to  the  window, 
followed  by  Bernard,  who  engaged  her  in 
a  low-voiced  conversation  which  seemed 
all  absorbing,  although  every  now  and 
then  she  let  her  eyes  wander  to  where 
Geoffrey  was  sitting  talking  to  his  Aunt  in 
apparent  unconsciousness  of  her  existence, 
although  if  she  could  have  overheard  what 
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they  were  saying  she  would  have  found  that 
it  chiefly  concerned  lierself. 

''  How  do  you  think  your  experiment 
on  the  country  beauty  is  turning  out  ? " 
inquired  Geoffrey  of  his  aunt,  with  an  air 
of  only  the  laziest  interest. 

^'  Really  you  are  very  provoking, 
Geoffrey, "  answered  Mrs.  Mathewson, 
impatiently.  '•  One  would  think  fi'om  the 
way  you  speak  that  Edith  was  an  underbred 
rustic,  who  had  never  seen  a  civilised  soul 
in  her  life."' 

Her  nephew  laughed.  '^I  think  perhaps 
if  we  followed  the  exact  meaning  of  your 
last  words  we  should  be  about  right.  I 
don't  imagine  that  Miss  Hilton  has  had 
much  to  do  with  souls  of  any  kind,  much 
less  with  those  anomalous  ones  which  might 
be  called  civilised.  She  strikes  me  as  being 
very  much  a  child  of  nature,  with  a  sweet 
disposition  and  a  certain  shrewdness  of  her 


AT   VAEIANCE.  7 

own,  but  with  intellectual  capacities  so 
undeveloped  that  one  might  doubt  their 
existence." 

^'  I  suppose  that  is  a  polite  way  of  sa^^ng 
that  you  think  her  a  pretty  fool,"  said  Mrs. 
Mathewson,  angrily — she  had  no  scruple  in 
speaking  plainly  to  her  nejDhew. 

•'  Not  at  all,  I  think  her  father  has 
succeeded  admirably  in  teaching  her 
worldly  wisdom  of  the  kind  necessary 
for  her  future  position,  and  as  to  little 
details  of  every-day  knowledge,  necessary 
to  her  new  experiences  here,  you  and 
Offord  are  able  and  willing  tutors  to  a 
pupil  who  evidently  gives  little  trouble; 
but  it  never  seems  to  strike  any  of  you  that 
the  girl  must  have  a  mind,  and  that  it  might 
be  worth  while — I  can't  expect  you  to  see 
it  as  I  do — as  a  duty,  to  put  into  it 
something  of  a  little  more  worth  than  a 
knowledge  of  the  usages  of  society,  or  the 
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management  of  that  beautiful  stumbling- 
block  in  her  path — Blithefield." 

^^  Why  do  not  you  undertake  the  task 
of  developing  her  mind?"  asked  his  aunt, 
somewhat  scornfully. 

^'  Heaven  forbid  !  "  he  exclaimed  in  haste. 
''  No,  no !  I  leave  that  to  wiser  hands." 

^^And  yet,"  Mrs.  Mathewson  went  on, 
irritated  out  of  her  usual  good  judgment, 
^^you  were  so  successful  with  Laura  that 
I  wonder  you  are  not  eager  to  repeat  the 
experiment." 

Geoffrey's  colour  rose.  '^  Yes,  I  think 
I  was  successful  with  her.  I  believe  I 
persuaded  her  that  it  was  possible  to  make 
something  out  of  even  her  unlovely  life, 
but  the  flattered  beauty  and  heiress  would 
scarcely  be  likely  to  lend  a  willing  ear  to 
my  poor  opinions." 

He  left  his  seat  and  sauntered  to  the 
book-laden    table   as   he   spoke;    and   Mrs. 
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Mathewson,  as  she  watched  him,  wondered 
whether  there  was  just  a  tinge  of  hopeless 
fancy  in  his  depreciation  of  Edith,  or 
whether  Laura,  with  every  faculty  unde- 
veloped, was  in  truth  a  more  attractive 
study  to  him.  She  herself  had  read  and 
talked  much,  but  it  had  been  all  the 
while  with  a  conscious  intention  of  fitting 
herself  to  take  a  place  amongst  people  of 
cultured  minds,  rather  than  from  a  love 
of  the  things  she  had  studied,  or  a  full 
appreciation  of  them,  and  of  their  effects 
upon  herself.  She  had,  especially  of  late, 
given  her  attention  to  phases  of  theological 
opinion,  to  her  own  great  disquiet,  and  had 
had  many  a  long,  fruitless,  but  interesting 
discussion  with  her  nejDhew,  but  she  had 
made  it  an  especial  request  that  such 
subjects  should  be  avoided  in  Edith's 
presence,  and  he  had  willingly  agreed, 
feeling  that  he  would  have  had   the  same 
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scruple  in  suggesting  a  doubt  or  difficulty 
to  her  as  to  a  child,  while  with  Laura  he 
considered  discussion  a  useful,  perhaps 
almost  necessary,  form  of  education. 

The    favourite    child    of     a    proud    and 
loving    father,    Edith    scarcely    seemed    to 
belong  to    herself ;   it    was   for  him   rather 
than  for  herself  that  she  appeared  to  live. 
To  carry  out  his  wishes,  to  follow  his  ways, 
to   be  worthy  of    the   fair   inheritance    he 
would  delight   to   give   her,    seemed   to  be 
to    her    a    sufficient     object     in    life,    and 
Geoffrey  felt  that  to   disturb  their   perfect 
ao:reement     would      be      little     less     than 
sacrilege.       Well,     fortunately,     the     man 
who  appeared  to  be  steadily  gaining  ground 
in    her    favour    was    not    likely    to    prove 
dangerously  intellectual.     They  could  laugh 
through    life    together,   untroubled   by  pro- 
blems  which   weighed    heavily   upon   more 
thoughtful   people.      But   glancing   towards 
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the  pair  at  the  window  with  impatience 
and  no  little  scorn,  he  was  somewhat 
embarrassed  at  meeting  Edith's  eyes,  grave 
and  earnest,  fixed  full  upon  him,  as  if  her 
attention  had  wandered  from  her  com- 
panion ;  and  with  some  curiosity  he  returned 
to  his  seat  by  Mrs.  Mathewson,  drawing  his 
chair  forward  within  earshot  of  the  others, 
wishing  if  he  could  to  discover  what  had 
been  the  cause  of  a  look  which  betrayed  an 
unusual  amount  of  interest  in  him. 

But  Edith  was  embarrassed  also,  and  was 
glad  to  turn  to  the  p)i^iic)  at  Bernard's 
request,  and  give  them  the  benefit  of  the 
last  song  she  had  learned  with  her  singing 
master. 

Although  living  in  his  aunt's  house,  and 
being  scrupulously  punctual  to  her  hours  on 
any  occasion  when  she  expected  him.  to  be 
present,  Geoffrey  lived  an  almost  inde- 
pendent life.     He  had  his   own  rooms,   his 
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own  pursuits  and  engagements^  and  there 
was  none  of  that  free  and  easy  running  in 
and  out  of  the  drawing-room  at  all  hours, 
which  would  have  been  natural  to  a  son 
of  the  house.  The  lines  had  been  drawn 
by  his  own  hand  when  first  he  accepted 
the  offered  home,  and  he  had  never 
repented.  He  was  not  much  interested  in 
the  fellow-creatures  whom  he  came  across 
in  his  aunt's  set  of  acquaintances ;  he  had 
no  wish  to  discuss  their  ajDpearance,  manners, 
or  circumstances,  and  of  their  characters, 
which  would  have  interested  him,  he  could 
discover  almost  nothing.  They  talked 
ardently  enough  on  many  subjects,  but  they 
did  not  seem  to  care  to  go  below  the  surface, 
or  certainly  not  with  him ;  for  somehow, 
he  never  understood  why,  he  appeared  to 
have  a  power  of  shutting  up  people,  which 
curiously  enough  Laura  alone  had  never 
seemed  to  feel. 
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He  was  conscious  that  Edith  on  her  first 
arrival  had  made  considerable  efforts  to  be 
friendly  and  pleasant  with  him  ;  but  he  had 
not  responded,  for  reasons  of  his  own,  and 
she  had  soon  ceased  to  make  any  attempt 
to  break  through  his  reserve;  and  once 
only,  when  he  bad  asked  her  to  send  a 
message  to  Laura,  briefly  describing  the 
circumstances,  had  there  been  anything  like 
friendly  confidence  between  them.  Now 
he  sat  listening  with  a  somewhat  mocking 
smile  to  Bernard's  truthful  if  exaggerated 
praises  of  her  singing. 

She  sang  with  taste,  and  her  voice  was 
clear  and  pleasant,  but  as  yet  uncultivated. 
She  was  fully  aware  of  its  shortcomings, 
but  also  conscious  that  she  was  fast 
improving,  and  turning  round  suddenly  to 
seek  for  a  little  coveted  praise  from  her 
aunt,  she  encountered  Geoffrey's  smile,  and 
lost  her  temper  over  it. 
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'^  I  am  sorry  I  did  not  wait  until  you  had 
left  the  room,  Mr.  Poland,"  she  said,  closing 
the  piano;  ^'but  my  aunt  and  Mr.  Offord 
take  an  interest  in  my  progress,  and  you 
must  excuse  my  forgetting  that  I  should 
victimise  you." 

Geoffrey  laughed  outright.  '^  I  did  not 
mind  it  very  much,  and  I  think  you  have 
improved  considerably  since  I  first  heard 
you,"  he  answered,  with  intentional 
patronage,  which  made  Bernard  mutter 
^^  Conceited  fool!"  and  drove  Edith  to  the 
window  again  to  hide  her  impatience. 

"  It  vexes  me  that  you  and  Edith  do  not 
get  on  better  together,  Geoffrey,"  said  Mrs. 
Mathewson,  in  a  voice  too  low  to  be  over- 
heard. ^^  I  hoped  you  would  have  been  like 
brother  and  sister — no,  of  course  not  quite 
that,  but  like  friends  and  cousins,  but 
instead  you  seem  to  be  the  only  person  who 
does  not  like  her." 
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^'  I  lite  her  very  much,"  answered 
Geoffrey,  indifferently. 

^'  That  is  all  nonsense !  If  you  liked  her 
you  would  take  some  pains  to  be  pleasant, 
instead  of  which  you  always  seem  to  avoid 
her  if  you  can." 

'^  Shall  I  lay  siege  to  the  heart  of  the 
heiress,  placing  my  own  at  her  feet  ?  If  I 
do,  you  must  be  responsible  for  the  con- 
sequences," he  said,  getting  up  slowly,  as  if 
the  subject  bored  him,  and  laughing  at  his 
aunt's  earnest  exclamation,  ^*  Oh,  dear  no, 
that  would  be  a  calamity  !  "  he  left  the  room 
as  the  tea  was  brought  in  ;  for  although  he 
had  drunk  it  daily  with  Laura  in  the  blue 
study,  he  had  never  been  known  to  do  so  on 
any  other  occasion. 
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CHAPTER      II. 

UNCERTAINTY. 

^^When  do  you  think  of  going  down, 
Bernard  ?  I  want  you  to  take  a  parcel  for 
me  to  Erica,"  said  Edith,  looking  up  to 
question  him  from  a  letter  she  was  writing, 
while  he  lounged  in  a  low  chair  beside  her, 
one  morning  when  Mrs.  Mathewson  had 
gone  out. 

^'I  shall  go  down  the  same  day  you  do,'' 
he  answered. 

^^  That  is  all  nonsense!"  she  exclaimed. 
^'  Of  course  I  am  not  going  to  believe  that 
you  intend  to  idle  away  another  month  in 
town  just  when  all  the  hay  is  being  cut,  and 
everything  at  Off  or  d  is  crying  out  for  you !  '* 
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"  There  speaks  the  landed  proprietress," 
said  Bernard  laughing.  '^  Offord  has  cried 
in  vain  for  a  year,  and  yet  the  heavens  have 
not  fallen ;  it  may  well  do  for  a  few  weeks 
longer  without  any  terrible  results. 
x4.t  any  rate,  it  must  do  the  best  it 
can,  for  I  have  promised  myself  the 
pleasure  of  taking  care  of  you  when  you 
go  home." 

^^  Oh,  no,  you  cannot  do  that,  Bernard,  for 
I  have  just  been  representing  to  father  that 
it  will  be  quite  impossible  for  me  to  find  an 
escort,  and  that  he  must  come  uj)  for  me 
himself;  we  want  so  much  to  get  him  here 
for  a  day  or  two." 

'^All  right!  then  I  will  have  a  pressing 

engagement  which  will  call  me   home  just 

the  day  before ;  but  here  I  stay  until  then, 

unless  you  tell  me  that  you  want  to  get  rid 

of  me,  Edith." 

'  ^  And  in  the  meantime  Offord  House  is 
VOL.  n.  c 
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tumbling  to  the  ground  for  the  want  of 
timely  repair !  " 

^^  Let  it  tumble!" 

''  Will  you  be  contented  then  to  live  in  the 
workhouse,  or  the  lodge  cottage  ?  " 

^^No,  but  I  have  not  much  idea  of  living 
at  Offord  House — at  least,  not  for  long 
together." 

Edith  looked  at  him  impatiently  ;  but  a 
second  meaning  in  his  words  seemed  suddenly 
to  strike  her,  and  she  said  no  more,  but  went 
back  to  her  writing. 

^'You  know  that  I  hope  for  a  brighter 
home  than  that  gloomy  prison,  Edith,"  he 
went  on ;  '^  but  I  am  not  going  to  talk  of  it 
now.  I  want  you  to  give  me  some  good 
reason  why  the  hideous  and  dilapidated 
mansion  should  be  kept  as  a  blot  on  the 
beauty  of  the  park." 

^^You  must  live  somewhere,"  answered 
Edith,  with  embarrassment. 
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'^Certainly;  but  if  the  worst  should 
happen  I  might  build  a  modern  villa,  which 
at  least  might  be  comfortable." 

^^  Goth !"  she  exclaimed  with  horror.  "  A 
villa  at  Offord!" 

'^Well,  I  leave  it  to  you  to  save  it  from 
such  a  fate,"  he  said,  getting  up  and  saunter- 
ing to  the  window. 

He  fully  expected  and  intended  that  Edith 
should  marry  him;  that  the  deer  fence 
between  OfEord  and  Blithefield  should  be 
pulled  down,  and  the  parks  thrown  into  one  ; 
that  the  hideous  Greorgian  mansion  built  by 
a  forefather,  of  porous  and  worthless  stone 
found  on  the  estate,  should  be  allowed  to 
crumble  into  ruins  which  might  one  day 
become  picturesque,  while  he  lived  at 
Blithefield,  a  son-in-law  after  Mr.  Hilton's 
own  heart,  joining  his  wife's  name  to  his 
own.  But  he  felt  that  the  time  had  hardly 
yet  come   for  speaking  of   his   plans — they 
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were  too  assured  to  be  called  hopes,  and  that 
it  would  be  more  according  to  the  fitness 
of  things,  as  well  as  to  his  own  taste, 
that  Edith  should  accept  him  under  the 
shadow  of  the  trees,  which  stretched  like 
an  undivided  mantle  from  end  to  end  of 
the  two  estates. 

^^  Where  is  the  boundary  of  Blithefield  ?  " 
was  a  frequent  question  with  Mr.  Hilton's 
guests,  and  one  which  even  he  was  often 
unable  to  answer,  unless  in  the  course  of 
their  wanderings  they  had  come  in  sight 
of  the  high,  moss-grown  palings  which 
divided  it  from  Offord. 

It  could  not  generally  be  said  of  Bernard 
that  he  put  a  high  value  ujoon  himself  at 
which  the  rest  of  the  world  would  be  inclined 
to  cavil ;  but  he  had  a  clear  perception  of 
the  light  in  which  Mr.  Hilton  would  regard 
him,  and  he  knew  that  he  should  be  more 
welcome  as  a  son-in-law  than  a  man  with  a 
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title  and  great  possessions,  to  whom  Blithe- 
field  would  be  but  one  amongst  many  estates. 
His  own  property  had  come  to  him  unex- 
pectedly and  in  an  indirect  line,  and  was 
large,  considerably  larger  than  Blithefield ; 
but  the  land  was  poor  and  neglected,  and  the 
southern  slopes  of  the  hills,  of  which  the 
Look-out  was  the  highest  point,  belonged 
to  Mr.  Hilton,  while  a  large  portion  of  his 
neighbour's  land  was  what  Erica  called  at 
^^  the  front  of  the  North  wind,"  and  boasted 
of  heather  and  Scotch  firs  as  its  most 
abundant  productions. 

To  the  suitor  whom  her  father  approved 
Bernard  believed  that  Edith  would  turn  a 
willing  ear.  He  could  not  discover  that 
any  one  had  been  beforehand  with  him,  and 
although  she  was  admired  and  sought  after 
in  the  society  into  which  Mrs.  Mathewson 
introduced  her,  he  had  perceived  no  formid- 
able rival.     That  a  few  hearts  would  be  laid 
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at  her  feet  before  she  left  town  he  had  no- 
doubt  ;  but  as  far  as  he  could  see  she  would 
not  stoop  to  lift  one  of  them  from  the 
ground ;  and  if  he  could  not  flatter  himself 
that  as  yet  she  regarded  him  with  more 
than  liking,  he  believed  that  of  that  he 
possessed  a  larger  portion  than  any  one  else. 

But  while  standing  at  the  window  he  was 
still  dreaming  of  the  broad  estates  and 
united  names,  when  a  doubt  suddenly  arose. 
Edith  had  left  the  writing-table  and  stood 
beside  him,  and  he  had  turned  to  her  with 
a  smile  which  reflected  his  happy  thoughts,, 
when  the  door  opened  and  Geoffrey  came 
in;  and  in  a  moment  her  face  flushed,  and 
into  her  manner  came  a  sudden  conscious- 
ness which  Bernard  felt  that  his  presence 
had  never  called  forth. 

^^  I  beg  your  pardon,"  said  Geoffrey, 
after  a  momentary  but  awkward  pause.  '^  I 
thought  my   aunt  was    here,    and  I  had  a 
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message  for  her ;  but  perhaps,  Miss  Hilton, 
you  will  be  kind  enough  to  give  it  for  me." 

^^  Yes,  certainly,  if  you  cannot  wait  to  see 
her ;  she  will  be  in  almost  immediately." 

^^No,  I  cannot  wait;"  and  then  he  gave 
the  message  and  hurried  away,  asking  him- 
self, as  he  walked  quickly  through  the  streets, 
^^  Was  he  a  fool,  that  Bernard  Offord's  love- 
making  should  stir  one  single  jDulse  in  his 
heart,  or  cause  him  even  a  passing  twinge 
of  envy  ?  "  But  in  those  few  moments  he 
had  left  behind  him  in  Bernard's  mind  a 
new  and  starthng  doubt. 

Did  not  Edith's  embarrassment,  and 
Poland's  constraint  and  hurry  imply  at  least 
a  strong  interest  in  each  other  ?  How  could 
he  have  been  so  infatuatedly  foolish  as  not 
to  consider  what  might  be  the  probable  con- 
sequence of  an  everyday  intercourse  between 
a  clever  man  and  a  charming  girl?  He 
would  be  the  husband  of  the  father  s  choice, 
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but  how  could  he  tell  that  the  daughter 
would  be  willing  in  everything  to  follow 
his  wishes  ?  Well !  he  would  not  harass 
himself  by  remaining  in  doubt,  while 
possibly  he  might  be  doing  injustice  to  her, 
nor  would  he  waste  an  liour  in  laying  siege 
to  a  heart  already  occupied.  Before  he  left 
the  house  he  would  come  to  an  understand- 
ing of  her  feeling — not  for  himself,  for  that 
there  was  no  hurry,  but  for  this  abrupt  and 
unmannerly  fellow,  in  whom  it  was  evident 
she  took  an  interest. 

But  while  he  was  hesitating  and  finding 
it  awkward  to  bring  the  subject  forward, 
she  unexpectedly  smoothed  the  way  for  him 
by  answering  to  his  question — ^'  Rather  an 
uncertain  and  uncomfortable  inmate  of  a 
house — om-  friend,  Poland — is  he  not  ?  " 

^'  Yes,  rather,  to  those  who  do  not 
understand  him,  but — I  will  trust  you 
with    a    secret,    Bernard, — I    should    never 
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quarrel  with  him,  for  I  expect  some  day 
he  will  be  my  brother :  we  all  suppose 
him  to  be  devoted  to  Laura." 

^^  My  dear  Edith,  that  must  be  a  joke ! 
Laura?  while  there  are  other  girls  to 
choose  from  ?     It  is  not  possible !  " 

^^  So  we  should  have  said  a  few  weeks 
ago,  but  I  believe  it  is  true.  However, 
dear  old  father,  having  no  one  to  'advise 
him  while  I  am  away,  is  doing  his  best 
to  spoil  it  all  by  forbidding  them  to  write 
to  each  other." 

No  one  ever  thought  of  quarrelling  with 
Edith  for  her  simple  and  harmlessly  high 
opinion  of  her  influence  over  her  father;  and 
Bernard  was  not  likely  to  be  the  first  to 
begin  when  she  had  just  taken  a  weight 
from  his  mind,  which,  although  only  felt 
for  a  few  minutes,  had  been  heavy.  He 
answered  laughing, 

^^  How  can  you  expect  him  to  know  what 
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to  do  without  his  right  hand,  his  working 
brain,  his — anything  else  that  you  may 
fancy  to  call  yourself.''  And  he  felt  so 
happy  and  reassured  that  he  did  not 
notice  that  Edith  only  listened  to  him 
with  a  divided  attention  during  the  few 
minutes  longer  that  he  stayed  with 
her. 

Left  to  herself  Edith  sat  down  to  consider. 
Why  was  it,  she  wondered,  that  she  found 
herself  daily  contrasting  these  two  men, 
who  just  now  filled  so  large  a  portion  of 
her  life,  with  such  an  uncertain  appreciation 
of  the  merits  of  both  ?  Why  did  she  some- 
times weary  of  Bernard's  good  sense  and 
good  temper,  and  feel  that  Geoffrey's 
uncertainty  was  more  interesting?  Why 
did  she  fold  her  hands  in  a  sort  of  helpless 
patience  when  she  thought  of  long,  easy, 
quiet  years  at  Blithefield  with  the  husband 
of  her  father's  choice,  who  would  love  her 
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a  thousand  times  better  than  she  deserved, 
who  would  be  a  wise  counsellor,  a  tender 
lover,  but  would  scarcely  widen  by  an  inch 
the  good,  pleasant,  useful,  but  not  sufficient 
existence  which  she  had  already  led  for 
the  past  two  years.  Then,  again,  why  did 
she  half  envy,  half  pity  Laura  when  she 
imagined  the  life  of  varied  thought  and 
feeling,  never  the  same  but  ever  interesting, 
which  Geoffrey's  wife  would  be  expected  to 
lead? 

According  to  the  creed  taught  her  by 
her  father,  and  no  man  had  ever  more 
scrupulously  fulfilled  it  when  it  was 
brought  before  him,  duty  was  religion, 
conservative  duty,  which  made  a  man 
generous  to  his  dependents,  but  indifferent 
to  the  improvement  of  their  minds,  the 
education  of  their  children,  or  their 
advancement  in  a  world  where  their 
forefathers  had  been  good  ploughmen,  and 
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their  duty  towards  God  had  somehow  got 
mixed  up  with  doing  a  good  day's  work 
for  the  master  to  whom  God  had  sent 
them.  Edith's  ideas  had  gone  a  little 
beyond  this,  but  not  very  far,  for  her  love 
for  her  father  had  always  pulled  her  up 
short  when  she  had  been  inclined  to  think 
that  in  these  days  progression  was  a  neces- 
sity; and  yet  somehow  she  knew  that  if  her 
future  husband  should  be  content  with  the 
beliefs  in  which  she  had  been  nourished, 
she  should  to  some  extent  feel  ashamed,  and 
out  of  sympathy  with  him ;  and  she  feared 
that  Bernard  would  be  content  and  in- 
creasingly so  as  years  went  on.  He  would 
be  almost  too  happy  and  prosperous,  and 
she  foresaw  that  it  would  narrow  him,  as 
she  was  beginning  to  see  that  it  had 
narrowed  her  father;  and  as  for  herself 
— what  chance  was  there  that  she 
would     escape     the      deadening     influence 
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of  unbroken  pros]3erity,  when  even 
her  fears  were  now  Httle  more  than  a 
sentiment  ? 

If  Geoffrey  had  taken  the  trouble  with 
her  that  he  had  with  Laura — if,  even  now, 
he  would  give  her  a  brother's  help — she 
believed  that  she  might  see  a  way  out  of 
the  difficulty,  a  way  to  fall  in  with  her 
father's  wishes  and  to  be  a  good  wife  to 
Bernard  and  joint  ruler  with  him  at 
Blithefield,  without  a  necessity  for  crushing 
down  her  own  wider  ideas  of  right  and 
wrong,  which  to  her  father  would  seem 
subversive  of  all  rule  and  order,  and  to 
Bernard  would  appear  Quixotic  folly.  She 
was  not  at  all  sure  herself  that  she  had 
not  been  somewhat  blinded  by  the  novelty 
of  opinions  which — in  spite  of  her  aunt's 
care  for  her — she  had  sometimes  heard 
discussed  in  her  drawing-room,  between 
some  of  the  clever  and   advanced  thinkers 
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whom  Mrs.  Mathewson  delighted  to  gather 
round  her,  and  with  whom  at  the  end  of 
half  an  hour  she  always  ajopeared  to 
agree — or  at  least  to  sympathise — to  an 
extent  which  rather  shocked  Edith's  ideas 
of  right  and  wrong.  But  then,  perhaps, 
it  was  because  it  was  beyond  her  to  follow 
the  lines  of  argument,  and  her  aunt  was 
only  agreeing  with  something  which, 
although  clothed  in  new  words,  was  old 
truth  after  all. 

Sometimes  she  wished  with  all  her  heart 
that  she  had  never  left  Blithefield,  and  then, 
again,  she  was  ashamed  of  such  a  wish. 
Why  should  the  world  be  too  easy  to  her 
w4ien  to  others  it  was  full  of  difficulty? 
Why  should  she  take  it  for  granted  that 
Bernard's  apparent  carelessness  meant  in- 
difference to  everything  but  daily  ease  ? 
And  even  if  it  was  so,  might  she  not- — oh, 
wonderful     thought! — be     the     means     of 
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persuading  him  to  look  at  things  more  in 
earnest,  and  might  they  not  learn  together 
everything  in  which  both  were  now 
wanting  ? 
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CHAPTER     III. 

EXPERIMENT. 

Reasoning  with  himself  that,  as  Edith's 
fortune  was  apparently  settled  beyond  a 
doubt,  there  could  be  no  misunderstanding 
on  her  part,  or  danger  to  his  own  peace, 
Geoffrey  saw  no  reason  why  he  should  not 
interest  himself  in  trying  to  discover 
something  of  her  views  of  life  in  general, 
and  of  the  place  in  the  world  which  she 
wished  and  expected  to  fill.  He  was  rather 
glad  that  for  once  he  had  felt  a  sharp  and 
passing  pang  of  envy  for  the  happy  lover 
on  whom  fortune  had  seemed  to  shower 
her  favours;  it  gave  him  a  clearer  insight 
into    one    of  the    strongest   motives   which 
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rule  the  world,  and  made  him  smile  as 
he  thought  how  insignificant  and  passing 
had  been  its  effect  upon  himself. 

"  I  suppose  you  look  upon  that  as  an 
almost  certain  marriage,"  he  said  to  his 
aunt,  as,  in  the  middle  of  a  grave  talk,  they 
both  stopj^ed  to  smile  at  a  merry  laugh 
from  the  balcony,  where  Bernard  was 
helping  Edith  to  water  the  flowers. 

"■  Yes,  I  suppose  so,"  she  answered,  with 
a  little  sigh. 

"  But  you  wish  it  ?     You  are  satisfied  ?  " 

^'  I  suppose  I  wish  it,  but  as  to  being 
satisfied,  I  am  afraid  I  am  not.  I  confess 
I  should  have  liked  a  more  brilliant  match 
for  the  dear  child  ;  but  I  have  no  doubt  that 
her  father  is  right,  and  that  a  man  like  Mr. 
Offord  who  appreciates  Blithefield  is  better 
than  a  duke  who  would  look  down  upon  it." 

^'  To  my  mind  Blithefield  has  ten  times 
the    attraction    of     a    larger    place,"     said 

VOL.  n.  D 
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Geoffrey,  after  a  pause.  ^^  There  is  some- 
thing so  complete  in  its  beauty,  you  can 
take  it  all  in  and  feel  it,  whereas  in  one  of 
those  vast  estates  you  must  cut  it  up  into 
bits  in  your  mind  to  realise  it  at  all." 

''  Yes,  I  know  what  you  mean,  and  I  agree 
with  you,  as  I  believe  Edith  would ;  but  I 
.should  like  to  have  given  her  a  chance 
with  the  best,  and  have  seen  what  would 
have  come  of  it  ;  but  her  father  told  me  not 
to  interfere  with  Mr.  Offord ;  so  my  hands 
were  tied,  and  although  she  does  not  know 
it,  she  is  almost  as  bad  as  ticketed  ^  engaged.' " 
"  You  have  the  true  instincts  of  a  sports- 
man,'' said  Geoffrey,  smiling.  ^^  Never 
mind  the  feelings  of  the  game  if  only  it  can 
be  brought  down  I  But  I  am  a  little  curious 
to  know  what  Miss  Hilton's  own  feelings  are 
— whether  pride  in  lier  possessions  swallows 
up  ambition." 

''I    doubt    if    she    knows    wliat    ambition 
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means.  She  has  learnt  her  duties,  she 
pleases  her  father,  she  is  loved  by  every  one, 
she  has  climbed  her  heights ;  and  when 
Bernard  stands  there  beside  her,  the  smnmit 
will  be  crowned." 

*'A  worldly  speech!"  said  Geofcey, 
quietly. 

"  That  is  as  you  take  it,  just  then  I  was 
speaking  of  the  world." 

•'  And  I  was  thinking  that  perhaps  on  the 
top  of  her  mountain  rests  the  lowest  bar  of 
that  high  ladder  we  should  wish  every  living 
soul  to  climb.  For  some  even  the  first  step 
is  hard  to  win  ;  but  she,  with  youth  and 
strength,  and  capacity,  should  get  a  long 
way  up  if  she  was  shown  the  beginning." 

Mrs.  Mathewson  sighedo  ^'  Your  ladder  is 
at  the  best  a  hard  one  to  climb,  I  fear, 
Geoffrey !  " 

^'  Only  because  of  such  weights  as  that 
beautiful    Blithefield   is   to  her.      It   should 
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not  be  a  hard  task  or  a  distasteful  one  to 
make  the  best  of  ourselves ;  but  we  can't  or 
we  won't  do  it,  neither  will  we  show  others 
the  way  from  our  own  failures  if  we  can 
help  it." 

''Well,  Geoffrey,  you  make  one  very 
uncomfortable  with  your  theories,  but  I  am 
afraid  they  don't  do  much  good,  and  I  must 
beg"  of  you  again  that  you  will  not  disturb 
Edith's  mind,  and  set  her  against  the 
position  in  which  God  has  placed  her." 

^^  I  suppose  He  set  her  down  like  a  log, 
and  never  intended  her  to  move, "  said 
Geoffrey,  scornfully.  ' '  But  no  doubt  you 
are  right  in  this,  that  mine  is  not  the  hand 
to  arouse  her."  But  he  turned  away 
murmuring  to  himself,  ''  I  could  do  it 
thousrh.  I  could  could  make  a  new  soul 
shine  through  her  eyes,  and  I  half  believe 
she  knows  it."  But  there  could  be  no 
doubt  that  the    task  was   not  for  him,  and 
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he  would  not  be  betrayed  into  it  unawares. 
Not  that  he  feared  any  danger  to  himself. 
She  interested  him  as  a  study,  and  perhaps 
had  her  circmnstances  been  different  he 
might  have  felt  bound  to  bring  the  light 
to  kindle  a  fire  which  would  j^i'o^^e  and 
refine  the  metal  now  wasting  in  disuse; 
but  his  hands  were  tied  by  her  wealth  and 
position,  and,  after  all,  his  pains  might  have 
been  for  nothing,  and  the  fair-seeming 
show  might  only  cover  poverty  within. 

Meanwhile  the  weeks  were  flying  fast, 
and  Edith  felt  that  as  yet  she  had  made 
few  of  those  sisterly  efforts  to  be  pleasant 
with  Geoffrey,  which  she  told  herself  ought 
to  be  made  for  Laura's  sake.  It  was,  in 
fact,  almost  a  necessity  that  she  should 
understand  something  of  what  was  in  his 
mind  before  she  went  home. 

Her  father  had  mismanaged  every  tiling,  and 
had  appeared  to  refuse  further  acquaintance 
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with  Geoffrey ;  but  this  she  knew  was  not  at 
all  what  he  really  intended  or  wished,  while 
as  far  as  Laura  was  concerned  it  was  cruel. 
She  ]iad  been  allowed  to  spend  hours  in  his 
company  every  day  at  Blithefield  without 
remark ;  no  one  had  even  suggested  a  diffi- 
culty ;  but  because  he  had  chosen  to  wait  for 
his  own  time  for  speaking  of  his  hopes  and 
prospects,  her  father  had  been  offended,  and 
had  taken  it  for  granted  that  he  was  trifling. 
And  when  Edith  came  to  think  over  it,  she 
herself  was  far  from  satisfied.  During  all 
the  weeks  she  had  been  in  town  Geoffrey  had 
only  once  mentioned  Laura's  name  when 
sending  an  almost  necessary  message.  He 
had  shown  no  interest  in  Blithefield  news, 
and  had  appeared  quietly  to  consent  when 
Mr.  Hilton  put  a  stop  to  his  letters. 

It  was  very  puzzling ;  and  she  thought 
that  when  she  went  home  Laura  would  na- 
turally look  to  her  to  set  things  right.     And 
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yet  what  could  she  do  ?  She  could  not  ask 
Geoffrey  bis  intentions,  and  she  could  not 
learn  them  from  his  behaviour ;  she  had,  in- 
deed, few  opportunities,  for  she  seldom  spent 
an  hour  in  his  society,  excepting  at  dinner 
time,  and  then  tliere  were  generally  other 
guests.  If  he  did  not  avoid  her,  as  she  often 
fancied  he  did,  he  at  least  took  no  pains  to 
improve  their  acquaintance.  Perhaps  he 
very  much  disliked  the  thought  of  having 
saved  her  life  ;  perhaps — but  this  she  felt 
almost  sure  was  not  the  case — he  resented 
her  showing  so  little  gratitude,  but  she  had 
done  it  to  please  him  when  she  herself  would 
have  felt  further  expression  of  it  a  relief,  and 

it  could  not  be  undone  now. 

But  undoubtedly  she  must  make  an  effort 

to  understand  him  for  Laura's  sake,  although 

the  task  was  disagreeable,  from  her  belief 

that  he  despised  her ;  and  there  was  no  time 

to  be  lost,   for  there  was   some  talk  of  his 
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leaving  town  almost  immediately  to  go 
abroad  with  a  friend  for  a  few  weeks.  But 
it  was  difficult  to  find  an  opportunity  for 
speaking  more  than  a  few  words  to  him,  and 
a  consciousness  of  her  wish  to  do  so  made 
lier  feel  shy,  and  unable  to  take  advantage 
of  one  or  two  occasions  which  offered  them- 
selves. 

But  one  wet  morning,  knowing  that  he 
was  in  the  study,  which  Mrs.  Mathewson 
said  was  too  small  to  be  called  a  library, 
although  it  contained  many  books  in  which 
more  pretentious  rooms  were  wanting,  she 
made  an  excuse  of  looking  for  something  to 
read,  and  went  in  to  choose  from  the  well- 
filled  shelves. 

Geoffrey  was  writing  at  the  table,  and  only 
looked  up  for  a  moment  as  she  came  in. 

*^  I  am  tired  of  novels  ;  do  tell  me  of 
something  to  read,  Mr.  Poland,  if  you  are 
not  too  busy,"  she  said,  after  a  vain  exami- 
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nation  of  row  after  row,  and  checking  a 
strong  desire  to  run  away  again  without  a 
word. 

He  pushed  back  his  chair,  and  came  and 
stood  beside  her,  not  unwillingly. 

'^  If  you  are  tired  of  novels,  you  had 
better,  perhaps,  try  poetry,"  he  said ;  ^'but 
I  am  afraid  you  will  find  nothing  here  that 
can  be  called  light  reading." 

'^  I  think,  perhaps,  I  could  take  in  some- 
thing that  is  not  very  light,"  she  answered, 
smiling. 

^^But  J  am  afraid  there  is  nothing  you 
will  think  even  moderate.  Of  course,  you 
don't  want  Chaucer  or  Shakes23eare,  and  I 
think  there  is  not  much  left  but  Spenser, 
Milton,  &c.  My  uncle,  when  choosing 
his  library,  disdained  more  modern 
poets." 

''Should  I  like  Spenser — I  wonder?" 

^' I  cannot  decide  that  question.     I  fancy 
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girls  don't  get  beyond  '  Una  and  the  Lion  ^ 
as  a  rule." 

"  But  I  don't  think  you  know  much  about 
girls,  Mr.  Poland,  do  you  ?  " 

"  I  may  say  nothing  at  all." 

^^  Unless,  of  course,  you  may  have  learned 
something  from  Laura,  you  have  seen  a 
good  deal  of  her,"  went  on  Edith,  quietly. 

^^  Yes,  I  have  gained  knowledge  from 
her,  but  not  of  that  kind,  she  is  not  like 
any  one  else — not  at  all  like  you,  for  instance. 
I  know  whether  she  likes  Spenser,  for 
we  have  read  him  together,  but  that 
does  not  at  all  help  me  to  judge  of  your 
tastes." 

^'  I  am  glad  Laura  liked  it,  she  does  not 
care  for  many  books." 

^'  I  did  not  say  she  liked  it." 

^^  But  I  suppose  you  would  not  have  read 
it  to  her  if  she  had  not ! " 

'^  I  am  not  so  sure  of  that ;  it  is  not  every 
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one  who  will  only  listen  to  what  they  like, 
Miss  Hilton,  or  who  has  it  in  their  power 
to  do  so." 

'^Of  coarse  not,  but  in  this  case  Laura 
could  have  asked  you  to  read  something 
else  if  she  chose ;  she  was  not  bound  to 
listen  to  what  she  did  not  like." 

"  No,  but  perhaps  she  might  have  done 
it  to  give  pleasure  to  me,  when  I  was  in 
need  of  it." 

'^  That  is  quite  another  thing — of  course 
she  might  have  done  that ;  but  now,  if  you 
are  not  busy,  will  you  give  me  pleasure  by 
reading  to  me  a  little,  that  I  may  see  if 
I  like  it?" 

^^  No,  thank  you,  Miss  Hilton ;  I  must 
decline  to  read  poetry  to  you." 

Edith  looked  up  at  him  quickly  and 
angrily.  She  had  been  really  trying  to  be 
friendly  with  him  for  Laura's  sake,  and  had 
put  aside  offence  at  his  want  of  cordiality, 
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and  had  made   a  great  effort   to   overcome 
the  shyness  she  always  felt  with  him. 

''  I  beg  your  pardon,  Mr.  Poland,"  she 
said  haughtily  ;  ^^  I  did  not  imagine  I  was 
asking  a  great  favour." 

''  No,  it  is  not  much  of  a  one,  but  still  I 
must  beg  to  be  excused,"  he  answered  slowly. 

^^  [  regret  that  I  have  interrupted  you," 
Edith  went  on,  rapidly  losing  her  temper; 
^^but  I  naturally  saw  no  reason  why  you 
should  not  be  friendly  with  me,  and  I 
might  make  excuses  for  wishing  it." 

^'  Yes,  you  might  make  good  excuses,  but 
it  was  not  those  which  brought  you  here. 
Have  you  ever  had  the  truth  spoken  to 
you.  Miss  Hilton  ?  or  shall  I  be  the  first 
when  I  tell  you  why  you  came  to  speak 
to  me  to-day  ? "  said  Geoffrey,  urged  by 
an  irresistible  impulse,  and  speaking  with 
cold  disapproval,  believing  that  what  he 
was  going  to   say  was    the    truth,  and   yet 
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feeling  it  a  hard  task  not  to  bend  like  the 
rest  of  her  world  under  her  influence.  '^  You 
came  because  it  vexed  you  that  I  should 
hold  aloof  when  every  one  else  pays  homage 
to  you;  because  you  thought  that  a  few 
words  would  break  down  the  wall  which 
you  probably  know  I  have  purposely  built 
up  between  us,  and  it  hurts  you,  not  only 
from  vanity,  but  because  you  have  a  kind 
heart,  that  any  one  with  whom  you  have 
to  do  should  be  cold  to  you ;  but  I  will 
tell  you  that  I  began  it  in  sincerity,  and  I 
have  gone  on  with  it  Avith  intention.  I  was 
weary  of  your  praises  beforehand,  and  met 
you  first  with  genuine  indifference.  It  was 
nothing  to  me  that  you  were  beautiful,  and 
charming,  and  beloved.  But  when  I  saved 
your  life — there  is  no  use  in  trying  to  gloss 
over  that  fact — I  was  forced  to  think  of  you, 
I  confess,  much  against  my  will.  Now, 
since   you   have    been    here,    I    have   been 
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equally  forced  to  see  that  the  world's  esti- 
mate of  you  is  a  true  one.  Shall  I  go  further, 
and  say  that  it  has  been  an  effort,  even,  to 
keep  up  indifference  ?  You  could  never  be  to 
me  what  Laura  is ;  but — I  know  it  has  been 
unconsciously — you  have  put  us  apart,  and 
made  me  unworthy  of  her.  I  do  not  say  or 
think  that  you  have  been  in  any  way  to 
blame  until  to-day.  Why  did  you  come 
here  to-day  ?  "  he  cried,  his  voice  changing. 
^'  It  was  only  to  satisfy  a  miserable  vanity, 
or  something  little  better,  and  to  gain  a 
worthless  power ;  but  I  tell  you  you  have  not 
gained  it,  and  never  will !  " 

He  turned  away,  leaving  her  for  a  moment 
speechless,  and  almost  conscience-stricken. 
And  yet  it  was  not  true.  There  was  scarcely 
more  than  a  grain  of  truth  in  what  he  had 
said.  She  had  resented  his  indifference ; 
she  had  felt  that  it  would  be  a  triumph  to 
break  through  his  cold  reserve,  and  she  had 
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once  or  twice  of  late  allowed  it  to  creep  into 
her  thoughts  that  she  might  hold  a  different 
and  wider  rule  at  Blithefield  if  she  had  a 
mind  like  his  to  guide  her  ;  but  still  she  be- 
lieved thoroughly  that  it  was  for  Laura's 
sake  she  had  made  thi^  effort  to  be  friendly, 
and  it  was  this  belief  which  enabled  her,  after 
moment  or  two,  to  answer  with  dignity — 

^'  I  am  sorry  I  should  have  made  it  pos- 
sible for  you  to  speak  to  me  like  this,  Mr. 
Poland ;  but  beyond  unthinkingly  giving 
you  the  opportunity,  the  fault  is  yours — 
not  mine."  And  then  she  left  him,  and  he 
neither  tried  to  apologise  nor  to  detain  her. 

'^  A  fool  like  the  rest  I  "  he  said  to  himself, 
^s  he  stood  by  the  window.  ^^  And  I  cannot 
even  say  that  1  foresaw  my  folly  and  dis- 
trusted myself ;  but  I  can  and  will  get  over  it 
in  a  httle  while ;  but  in  the  meantime  Laura 
must  suffer,  and  I  can  do  nothing  to  help 
her." 
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CHAPTER    IV. 

WELCOME. 

A   FINE   hot   July  day,    after    weather   wet 
enough  to  keep  all  things  fresh  and  green, 
and  warm   enough   to   bring  them   forward 
in  their  due  season,  welcomed  Edith's  return 
after  her  two  months'  absence.     The  Pagets 
and  Bonars  had  come  over  in  the  morning 
to  escape  the  extreme  heat  of  the  day  and  to 
be  there  when  she  arrived;  and  regardless 
of  possible  sunstroke,  Mr.  Hilton  had  himself 
driven  the    grays  to  the  station,   fully  half 
an  hour  too  soon,   and  kept  them  standing 
restlessly   in   the   broiling   sun,    with   what 
Morris  considered  downright  cruelty,  espe- 
cially   as   he   had   to    stand   at   their  heads 
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and  wage  a  ceaseless  war  against  armies 
of  flies. 

It  was  cool  and  pleasant  enough  on  the 
lawn  at  Blithefield,  where  the  lazy  party- 
sat  or  lay  about  as  it  pleased  them,  and 
only  Adelaide's  and  Janet's  handsome  boys, 
in  the  smallest  possible  quantity  of  holland 
clothing,  trotted  backwards  and  forwards 
from  one  to  another.  Even  Laura  was 
there,  sitting  a  little  aside,  and  dressed 
with  care,  to  please  a  fancy  of  her  own ; 
for  might  she  not  probably  hear  something 
of  Geoffrey,  after  long  weeks  of  silence,  and 
should  she  not  in  her  own  heart  do  honour 
to  the  occasion  ? 

'^  I  wonder,  Adelaide,  what  changes  you 
expect  to  find  in  Edith.  I  fancy  Janet 
thinks  she  will  have  a  halo  round  her 
head,  like  a  mediaeval  saint,"  said  Captain 
Bonar,  turning  round  lazily  to  his  sister-in- 
law  ;  but  Mary  Verney  answered  for  her. 

VOL.  II.  E 
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"  I  expect  you  mean  a  tangle  of 
fashionable  little  curls,  onlj  you  do  not 
know  the  proper  name,  and  at  this 
moment  I  have  forgotten  it ;  but  I  do 
think  she  has  too  much  good  sense  to 
spoil  herself  like  that.  Captain  Bonar." 

^^No  doubt  you  know  best  what  is  in 
my  stupid  head,  Miss  Verney ;  but  I  stick 
to  the  halo,  for  I  believe  in  every-day  saints, 
and  I  consider  Edith  one  of  them." 

Lam^a  shrugged  her  shoulders,  while  the 
rest  of  the  party  laughed,  all  excepting  Mr. 
Pao:et,  who  objected  to  the  term  saint  being 
used  with  levity,  and  while  he  had  a  strong 
a^ection  for  his  young  sister-in-law,  often 
deeply  lamented  her  undeniable  devotion  to 
worldly  matters. 

'^I  don't  expect  to  see  much  change  in 
her,"  answered  Adelaide,  going  back  to  the 
original  question.  ^'  I  expect  she  will  be 
rather    better     dressed,     and    a    little    less 
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interested  in  home  details  for  awhile ;  but 
two  months  is  not  a  very  long  time,  after 
all." 

'^It  may  seem  longer  than  a  whole  life," 
said  Laura,  almost  involuntarily. 

^^  Yes,"  answered  Captain  Bonar,  with 
interest ;  ''  but  not  in  a  life  like  Edith's, 
whose  every  day  has  been  filled  with 
interests.  Of  course,  in  town  these  have 
changed,  but  she  will  find  the  old  ones 
here  again  when  she  comes  back." 

''  I  think  perhaps  some  of  her  new 
interest  will  follow  her,"  suggested  Janet. 

^'  Or  come  with  her,  if  you  mean 
Bernard,"  said  Erica,  laughing;  ^^  for  he 
is  going  to  take  care  of  her  on  the  journey, 
and  I  foresee  that  he  will  be  about  the 
house  from  morning  till  night — at  least,  I 
know  you  were,  Walter,  and  a  frightful 
bore  we  thought  you." 

"  My    dear,    you    don't    understand    the 
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ways  of  lovers ;  take  them  rightly  and 
they  are  most  interesting  studies  ;  but " 

''  Here  they  come ! "  cried  Erica  ex- 
citedly, interrupting  him  without  scruple ; 
and  as  the  grays  came  in  sight  down  the 
avenue  they  were  pulled  up  for  a  moment, 
and  some  one,  who  had  been  sitting 
beside  Edith,  jumped  out  and  disajDpeared 
down  a  by-path  which  was  a  short  cut 
to  Offord. 

^' That  is  considerate!"  said  Adelaide. 
^^  Bernard  knew  that  w^e  should  like  to 
have  Edith  to  ourselves  this  afternoon; 
he  always  was  a  dear  boy." 

^^  Don't  you  flatter  yourself  that  he  won't 
be  here  to  dinner,"  said  Erica.  ''I  am 
sure  he  will  not  consider  us  very  long." 

"■  I  hope  he  will  come,"  interposed 
Mr.  Paget ;  ' '  for  I  have  not  seen  him 
yet,  and  I  am  anxious  to  make  his 
acquaintance." 
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Mary  noticed  that  Laura  was  listening 
with  interest  and  curiosity  to  these  remarks. 
It  was  probable  that,  as  she  neither  gave 
nor  received  confidences  from  any  one,  she 
was  ignorant  of  the  expected  engagement, 
and,  of  course,  as  yet  it  was  not  openly 
discussed,  although  Bernard  had  asked  for 
and  received  Mr.  Hilton's  consent — implied 
rather  than  expressed — to  his  doing  what 
he  could  for  himself  during  his  stay  in 
London.  But  Laura  knew  so  little  of  what 
went  on  in  her  own  family,  and  was 
so  unaccustomed  to  interest  herself  in  them, 
that  this  state  of  affairs  had  never  struck 
her,  as  Mary  now  perceived,  and  it  seemed 
advisable  that  she  should  be  as  well 
informed  as   the  rest. 

''  I  suj)pose  this  will  be  the  next  brother," 
she  said,  walking  beside  Laura,  as  they  all 
went  towards  the  house  to  be  in  time  to 
meet  the  carriage. 
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^^Will  he?  Will  father  be  satisfied  at 
last  ?  "  asked  Laura,  with  interest. 

"  1  think  so ;  but  of  course,  you  know,  I 
do  not  know  much  about  it.  No  doubt 
Edith  will  tell  you." 

'^  I  do  not  think  she  will.  London  may 
have  changed  her,  but  not  quite  so  much 
as  that." 

Then  Mr.  Hilton,  with  a  triumphant 
flourish  of  his  whip,  pulled  up  his  horses, 
and  Edith  was  amongst  them  again,  looking 
pale  and  tired,  and  more  quiet  and  less 
bright  than  when  she  left  them. 

'''  Oh,  how  lovely  and  fresh  it  all  is ! 
There  can  be  nothing  like  it,  father ! "  she 
said,  clasping  her  hands  on  his  arm,  as 
he  stood  beside  her  and  looked  at  her 
anxiously. 

'•''  No,  my  darling  !  there  is  nothing  better, 
and  it  is  quite  time  you  came  back  to  it 
again,"  he  said  uneasily,   leading  the  way 
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back  to  the  lawii  where  thev  had  all 
been  sitting.  This  was  not  quite  his  Edith 
who  had  come  back  to  him  ;  he  saw  that 
at  a  glance;  but  this  was  not  the  time  for 
remarking  upon  it,  and  the  children's  jo}rful 
Av^elcome  of  "  Auntie  "  brought  back  the  old 
look  and  smile  to  her  face. 

'^  Of  course  that  was  Bernard  who 
jumped  out  as  you  drove  up  the  avenue," 
said  Erica,  as  she  handed  Edith  some  tea. 

'^Yes;  he  came  down  with  me.  you 
know." 

''And  is  he  coming  to  dinner  this 
evening?"  went  on  Erica,  innocently. 

''  Yes  ;  but  he  had  to  go  home  to  dress." 
And,  fortunately,  Edith  did  not  see  the 
triumphant  smile  with  which  Erica  looked 
round  at  her  brother-in-law. 

''  And  what  has  become  of  Geoffrey 
Poland  ? "  asked  Mary,  presently,  knowing 
that  Laura  must  want  to  hear  of  him,  and 
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feeling  that  she  was  the  only  one  who 
could  mention  him  natm^ally;  but,  looking 
at  Edith  for  her  answer,  she  was  much 
surprised  to  see  a  sudden  flush  upon  her 
face,  as  she  turned  a  little  aside  before 
replying, 

^^  Oh,  I  scarcely  know;  we  have  not 
seen  him  for  some  time.  He  is  going 
abroad  for  awhile,  I  think." 

^^  Going  abroad?  To  find  something  to 
do,  I  suppose?"  questioned  Mary,  feeling 
that  it  would  be  cruel  to  leave  the  subject 
there. 

'^  Yes,  I  think  so.  I  believe  some  gentle- 
man living  in  Spain  wants  his  help  for  a 
time  about  some  valuable  old  papers  which 
he  has  found,  but  I  really  do  not  understand 
much  about  it.  Now,  Erica,  I  think  I  will 
go  in  and  get  rid  of  some  of  this  dust." 

Edith  turned  as  she  spoke,  and  met 
Laura's  eyes  fixed  upon  her  with  an  earnest. 
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painful  questioning,  before  which  her  own 
fell,  again  her  face  flushed,  and  she  was 
thankful  to  little  Walter  for  running  bois- 
terously into  her  arms,  and  fully  claiming 
her  attention  until  she  followed  Janet  into 
the  house. 

There  was  a  short  silence  amongst  the 
grou23  left  on  the  lawn  before  Mr.  Hilton 
said,  with  a  sigh,  and  a  settling  of  his 
shoulders,  which  always  meant  a  mental 
burden,  ''  The  child  looks  tired  enough, 
but  no  doubt  a  day  or  two  will  set  her  right 
again." 

'^  Oh  yes,  father,"  answered  Adelaide ; 
''  she  only  wants  a  little  fresh  air.  London 
must  be  frightfully  trying  this  weather, 
especially  to  a  country  girl." 

'^  That  is  a  good  fellow,  that  young 
Offord,"  said  Mr.  Hilton,  following  his  own 
train  of  thought.  ''  You  have  scarcely  seen 
him  yet,  Bonar  ?  " 
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''  No,  but  I  like  what  I  hear  of  him. 
People  tell  me  he  has  the  making  of  a  good 
country  gentleman  in  him.'' 

Captain  Bonar  had  fought  his  own  battle 
against  unworthy  jealousy,  and  conquered, 
and  had  since  found  himself  able  to  take 
more  pleasure  in  Blithefield  than  before. 

'''  Yes,  I  think  he  has ;  but  no  doubt  after 
several  years  in  India  he  will  have  much  to 
learn." 

'^No  doubt,  but  he  can  come  to  you  for 
lessons,  and  perhaps  he  will  not  mind 
sharing  them  with  Edith." 

''  That  is  as  it  may  be,"  answered  Mr. 
Hilton ;  but  he  smiled  more  contentedly,  and 
the  anxious  look  passed  away  from  his  face 
as  he  turned  to  attend  to  the  little  grandsons, 
who  thought  ^^  grandpapa"  the  best  play- 
fellow in  the  world. 

After  a  few  minutes  Laura  left  her  place, 
and  wandered    away    amongst    the    flower- 
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beds  T^dth  a  troubled  mind.  \Yhat  could 
there  be  in  the  mere  mention  of  Geoffrey's 
name  which  caused  Edith  such  evident 
embarrassment  ?  It  was  only  half-an-hour 
before  that  Bernard  Offord  had  been  spoken 
of  as  a  probable  future  member  of  the 
family ;  and  if  this  was  so,  what  should 
make  her  face  flushed  and  troubled  when 
Mary  spoke  of  Geoffrey  ?  Could  it  be  that 
this  sister,  who  had  seemed  already  to  have 
almost  everything  the  world  could  give  her, 
had  also  gained  the  crowning  glory  of  his 
love,  which  was  scarcely  now  his  own  to 
give  ?  She  could  not  believe  it  unless  he 
told  her  so  with  his  own  lips.  If  she  lost 
her  faith  in  him  what  would  she  have  left 
to  live  for  ?  Every  thought  seemed  touched 
by  his  directing  hand,  every  wish  and  aim 
pointed  in  a  direction  he  had  indicated, 
every  hope  would  have  fulfilment  in  being 
with  him  again.      It  would  be  like  suicide 


60  DOWN    THE    WAY. 

to  take  from  herself  the  mental  life  which 
she  lived  as  far  as  might  be  by  his  guidance. 
She  would  thrust  away  from  her  all  such 
unworthy  doubts.  He  had  said  he  would 
come  back  to  her  some  day,  when  it  was 
possible,  and  she  would  wait  for  that  with 
patient  confidence,  even  if  all  the  world 
combined  to  show  that  in  other  eyes  it  was 
misplaced. 

Perhaps  Edith  might  have  a  word  from 
him  to  say  to  her  in  private,  and  the  know- 
ledge of  it  had  embarrassed  her ;  if  so  she 
would  be  in  readiness  to  hear  it,  but  she 
would  not  put  herself  forward,  nor  should  a 
question  concerning  him  pass  her  lips,  how- 
ever hard  such  silence  might  be  to  main- 
tain. 

But  unknown  to  her,  every  member  of 
the  family  was  anxious  to  hear  news 
of  Geoffrey. 

^^  What  is  this  about  Mr.  Poland?"  asked 
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Janet,  as  soon  as  she  was  alone  with 
Edith  in  her  room. 

''  About  Mr.  Poland  ?  What  about  him  ?  " 
said  Edith  hesitatingly,  busying  herself 
with  the  things  on  her  dressing-table. 

^^  About  Laura,  of  course.  Do  you 
tliink  he  is  in  earnest,  or  has  father  been 
unfortunate  enough  to  put  a  stop  to 
it   all?'' 

^^  Indeed,  I  do  not  know,  Janet,  and  I 
had  better  let  you  know  at  once  that  I  can 
tell  you  nothing  about  him.  He  has 
offended  me  very  much,  and  I  dislike 
even  to  think  of  him.  I  tried  to  be 
pleasant  to  him  for  Laura's  sake,  and 
he  chose  to  misunderstand  me.  I  should 
not  tell  this  to  any  one  but  you.  He  may 
be  in  earnest,  and  I  think  from  a  few 
words  he  said  once  that  he  is,  but  I  have 
no  means  of  knowing  for  certain.  I  have 
not    spoken    to    him    for   a   fortnight,    and 
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he  left  town  some  days  ago.  I  believe 
lie  has  gone  to  Spain,  as  I  told  Mary ;  but 
Aunt  Sarah  knows  nearly  as  little  as  I  do." 

^'It  is  very  unfortunate,"  said  Janet, 
sighing.  ''  It  would  have  been  such  a 
good  thing  for  Laura,  and  she  has  improved 
so  much  lately.  She  looks  anxious,  and 
I  feel  sure  that  she  thinks  a  good  deal 
about  it.  Father  has  certainly  made  a 
great  mistake  in  forbidding  them  to  write ; 
it  could  not  have  done  any  harm." 

''  No,  but  you  must  not  expect  me  to 
wish  for  him  as  a  brother,  for  I  should 
simply  detest  him,"  said  Edith,  vehemently. 
''  And  now  let  us  leave  him  alone,  and  tell 
me  all  about  yourselves,  Janet." 

''Not  just  now,  dear.  I  see  Bernard 
Offord  coming  through  the  park,  and 
I  want  to  hear  about  him." 

Edith  turned  round  to  her  with  a  troubled 
and  questioning  look. 
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^^You  all  like  him,  Janet?" 

^^I  love  him  already/'  answered  her 
sister,  putting  her  hand  on  her  shoulder. 

^^But  are  you  not  going  a  little  too  fast, 
Janet  ?  I  assure  you  that  as  far  as  I  know 
he  has  no  claims  to  such  affection  on  your 
part." 

^•'Perhaps  not  yet,  but  I  do  not  at  all 
mind  being  beforehand,"  said  Janet, 
placidly;  ^^  besides  that,  we  are  very  old 
friends,  you  know.  But,  Edith,  if  you  are 
content  with  Bernard,  there  is  no  doubt 
that  such  a  choice  would  make  my  father 
happy  and  satisfied." 

'^  Yes,"  said  Edith,  after  a  ]Dause,  and 
with  a  deep  sigh;  ^'  and  after  all,  Janet,  that 
should  perhaps  be  enough,  if  Bernard  could 
be  contented ;  but  I  think  both  he  and  I 
look  for  something  more." 
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CHAPTER     V. 

A   COMPACT. 

The  day  after  his  return,  Bernard  Offord 
strolled  over  to  Blithefield  in  the  afternoon, 
hoping  to  find  an  op23ortunity  for  speaking 
to  Edith  alone. 

He  found  that  many  things  on  his  estate 
required  immediate  care  and  attention,  but 
the  amount  of  money  which  it  would  be 
worth  while  to  spend  on  repairs  and 
improvements  would  entirely  depend  upon 
whether  his  future  home  was  to  be  at 
Off  or  d  or  Blithefield.  There  was  no  doubt 
that,  considering  the  size  of  his  estate,  he 
was  a  poor  man,  for  it  had  not  come  to  him 
in    a   direct   line,   and  the  late  owner  had 
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left   every   penny  it  was   in    his   power   to 

leave   to    his   nearer   relations.     Therefore, 

although  Bernard  knew  that  he  would   be 

giving  up  a  good  deal  in  allowing    Offord 

House  to  fall  into  ruins,  and  in  letting  the 

whole    property    be    known    merely   as    an 

extension  of  Blithefield,  he  also  knew  that 

Mr.   Hilton,  if    he  chose,   might  find  a  far 

more  brilliant  match  for  his  heiress.     But 

there     was     something     so     friendly,     and 

pleasant,    and    natural    in    this    joining    of 

interests,  that,  independently  of  his  love  for 

Edith,  it  seemed  the  best  thing  that  could 

befall  him. 

Of  her  feelings  he  felt  more  than  a  little 

uncertain.     He   knew   that   she   liked   him, 

and  took  pleasure   in  being  with  him ;  but 

she  showed  it  almost  too  frankly  to  please 

him,   and  he  sometimes  felt  as  if  it  would 

be  dishonourable  to  take  advantage  of  his 

position   towards   her   and    her    father   and 
VOL.  n.  F 
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persuade  her    into   an   engagement    before 
she  had  learned  to   know  the   meaning   of 
love.     Nor  did  he  feel  as  if  he  could  himself 
Tbe  contented  to  settle  down  into  the  easy, 
monotonous,  although  interesting  life  which 
would  belong  to  him  as  Mr.  Hilton's  son-in- 
law,  unless  his  path  was  gilded  by  at  least 
occasional    gleams   of    romance — if    not   of 
passion.     His  love  for  Edith  was  true  and 
earnest,   and   if  he  could   feel   that   it    was 
returned  it  would  suffice  to  raise  both  their 
lives  above  common- place  ;  but  this  he  feared 
was  not  at  present  the  case,  and  he  had  been 
especially  doubtful  during  the  last  weeks  of 
her  stay  in  town.     She  had  welcomed  him 
as  jDleasantly,  she  had  agreed  to  fall  in  with 
his  plans  for  her  benefit  as  readily,  as  ever ; 
but  sometimes,  while  he  talked  to  her,  her 
attention  had  wandered,  and,   with  a  start 
and   a   blush,    she   had   come   back    to   the 
knowledge — whicli   pained    her   as   well   as 
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him — that  for  the  moment  she  had  forgotten 
him. 

He  was  quite  ready  to  make  allowances 
for  the  novelty  and  variety  of  interests  in 
town,  which  might  well  excuse  a  divided 
attention  in  the  case  of  a  mere  acquaintance ; 
but  it  was  a  different  thing  with  her,  and 
it  was  a  better  sort  of  feeling  than  this  that 
he  wanted  from  her. 

Prudence  suggested  that  his  chances  of 
winning  her  would  be  increased  if  he  waited 
to  speak  until  the  novelty  of  her  home- 
coming had  worn  off,  and  she  might  begin 
to  feel  want  of  variety  of  companionship  ? 
but  in  this  instance  he  was  resolved  not  to 
be  prudent.  He  would  prefer  to  speak  to 
her  while  the  flavour  of  the  outside  world 
was  still  on  her  lips  and  she  was  able  to 
compare  him  in  remembrance  with  other 
men;  and  also  for  his  own  sake  it  was 
important,  for  if  he  could  have  no  ho^De  of 
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winning  her,  the  life  he  must  lay  out  for 
himself  at  Offord  would  be  different  indeed. 

He  found  nearly  the  whole  family 
assembled  on  the  shady  lawn,  as  was  their 
custom  in  summer — a  cheerful,  pleasant 
partv  to  behold !  Mr.  Hilton,  surrounded 
by  his  handsome  daughters,  Ayitli  his  grand- 
children playing  at  his  feet ;  Captain  Bonar 
lying  on  his  back  on  the  grass  with  the 
inevitable  pipe  in  his  mouth  :  and  Mr-  Paget, 
in  a  low  chair,  enjoying  everything,  and 
perhaps  the  newspaper  most  of  all.  Mary 
Verney  seemed  to  fit  naturally  into  the 
group ;  and  the  only  one  wanting  was 
Laura,  who  preferred  the  quiet  of  the  shady, 
pleasant  blue  study,  and  knew  that  probably 
her  absence  would  scarcely  be  noticed. 

''  Offord  is  a  fine  fellow!"  said  Mr.  Hilton, 
in  a  low  voice  to  Janet,  as  Bernard  strolled 
tv>wards  them  across  the  lawn;  and  she 
agreed   cordiall}^,    looking   with    admiration 
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at  his  tall,  strong  figure  and  his  handsome 
face,  improved  by  the  browning  of  several 
Indian  summers,  and  now  scarcely  fairer 
than  his  curly  hair,  and  the  fine  beard,  of 
which,  perhaps,  he  was  a  little  vain. 

He  was  warmly  welcomed  by  them  all, 
and  felt  encom^aged  by  the  blush  which 
accompanied  Edith's  greeting,  although  in 
reality  it  was  chiefly  due  to  a  consciousness 
that  the  others  were  observing  her. 

^' You  find  considerable  alterations  in  our 
party  since  you  used  to  come  here,  Ofibrd," 
said  Mr.  Hilton,  lifting  a  grandchild  to  his 
knee,  and  stroking  the  pretty  curly  head 
which  leaned  fondly  against  him. 

"  Yes,  indeed,"  answered  Bernard,  look- 
ing round,  with  a  pleasant  feeling  of  being 
at  home  in  spite  of  changes. 

''You  might  have  said  improvements, 
father,"  suggested  Janet. 

"  My  dear,  you  could  scarcely  expect  me 
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to  find  it  an  improvement  to  have  my 
daughters  stolen  from  me.'' 

^'  Not  stolen,  only  borrowed,"  said  Captain 
Bonar  lazily.  ''  You  see  we  bring  them 
back  again — with  interest.  I  don't  know 
what  Paget  thinks,  but  I  believe  these 
urchins  of  ours  are  more  valuable  to  you 
than  to  their  rightful  owners,  and  bring 
full  forgiveness  of  what  you  call 
robbery." 

''  They  are  the  finest  little  fellows  I  ever 
saw  !  "  said  Mr.  Hilton  heartily;  ^^but  they 
make  me  look  an  old  man,  Offord.  Now 
tell  me  about  your  place,  and  what  state  you 
have  found  it  in." 

*'  Nearly  as  bad  as  it  can  be,  I  think. 
Everything  has  been  neglected,  and  for  fear 
it  should  tumble  do^^m  all  of  a  sudden  I 
want  you  to  bring  your  whole  party  over 
to-morrow  to  see  it,  and  give  advice.  AVill 
you  come,  Edith  ?  " 
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*^  Yes,  I  should  like  to ;  but  has  it  really 
gone  beyond  repair  ?  " 

•"  That  depends  upon  how  much  I  am 
prejDared  to  spend  upon  it.  which  at  present 
1  cannot  decide  ;  but  it  is  an  ugly  old  place 
at  the  best  of  times,  and  there  would  be 
little  to  regret  in  its  destruction." 

Then,  feeling  that  he  did  not  care  to  say 
much  about  it  in  his  present  state  of  uncer- 
tainty, he  turned  the  subject,  and  discussed 
the  land  with  Mr.  Hilton,  contriving  to 
draw  Edith  into  the  conversation,  in  which 
she  was  capable  of  offering  an  opinion  and 
taking  intelligent  interest. 

But  although  it  was  pleasant  enougli  to 
spend  an  hour  amongst  the  family  party,  it 
was  not  at  all  what  Bernard  had  come  for. 
The  need  for  settling  what  to  do  with  Ins 
house  was  urgent,  but  it  would  be  only 
useless  and  wearisome  to  plan  and  discuss 
its  renovation  if  he  was  never  likely  to  carry 
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it  out ;  and  on  the  other  hand,  if  he  let 
another  winter  go  by  while  it  was  in  its 
present  condition  it  would  probably  pass 
beyond  the  reach  of  repair.  It  was  vexatious 
that  these  material  considerations  should  be 
in  any  way  mixed  up  with  his  thoughts  of 
Edith  ;  but  it  could  not  be  helped,  and  she, 
with  her  father's  practical  training,  would 
be  less  likely  than  other  girls  to  find  fault 
with  it. 

He  could  not  altogether  keep  his  atten- 
tion from  wandering  while  Mrs.  Paget 
recalled  episodes  of  their  old  days  together, 
and  he  started  up  with  alacrity  when  Mr. 
Hiltcm  said — 

"Come  and  look  at  the  colts,  Offord:  I 
have  got  a  promising  lot,  I  think,  in  the 
paddock  behind  the  stable ;  you  come  too, 
Edith,  you  have  not  seen  them  since  you 
came  home." 

She    went   willingly,    putting    her    hand 
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through  his  arm,  a  common  action  with  her, 
and  many  eyes  followed  them  as  they 
strolled  across  the  lawn. 

The  colts  first,  and  then  the  stables  were 
inspected  and  discussed,  and  while  Mr. 
Hilton  stayed  behind  to  speak  to  a  groom, 
Bernard  seized  his  opportunity. 

'^  Come  round  by  the  pine- wood  with  me, 
Edith — it  is  delightful  there  on  a  hot  day  ;  " 
and  not  liking  to  seem  shy  with  him,  she 
consented ;  but  try  as  she  would  she  could 
find  no  words  with  which  to  break  tlie  silence 
which  fell  upon  them,  as  they  wandered 
along  the  dim,  quiet  path  amongst  the  red 
tree-trunks. 

''  Let  us  sit  down  here,"  said  Bernard,  when 
they  came  to  a  pile  of  logs,  in  a  little 
clearing,  where  the  grass  was  already 
springing  up  to  meet  the  air  and  sunshine 
which  had  first  visited  the  ground  the  autumn 
before ;  and  she  had  no  choice  but  to  agree. 
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'^  You  must  try  not  to  be  vexed  with  me, 
Edith,  for  speaking  so  soon  about  what  is  in 
my  mind,"  he  said,    after  a  few  moments, 
leaning  forward  and    touching    her   hand; 
'  ^  but  it  is  almost  impossible  for  me  to  help 
it — at  any  rate,  I  have  made  it  impossible 
now  by  asking  you  all  to  OfFord  to-morrow. 
I  don't  think  I  am  made  for   the   part   of 
hypocrite,  and  I  can't  gravely  discuss  with 
every  one  what  I  ought  to  do  to  make  the 
house  habitable  when  I  hope  never  to  live 
in  it." 

''  No,"  said  Edith,  without  looking  up. 
'^  You  know,  if  I  had  said  nothing  about 
to-morrow,  it  must  have  happened  soon,"  he 
went  on,  eagerly.  ^^  Your  father  and  every- 
body else  would  be  sure  to  come  and 
ask  me  what  I  am  going  to  do,  and  I 
want  you  to  tell  me  what  I  am  to  say  to 
them." 

^^  I   do  not  know,  indeed,  I  do  not  know 
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what  to  say  !  "  answered  Edith,  making  no 
pretence  of  not  understanding  him. 

^^  But  YOU  see "  he  went  on,  '^  if  you 

could  give  me  a  hope  that  some  day  you 
will  like  to  marry  me,  1  can  let  Offord 
crumble  into  ruins  at  its  own  time ;  but  if 
you  think  you  can  never  like  me,  it  will  all  be 
diflferent.  I  am  not  rich  man  enough  to  let 
it  tumble  down,  and  then  rebuild  it.  You 
must  not  think  I  am  wanting  to  press  you 
against  your  will,  Edith  ;  but  we  know  each 
other  pretty  well  now,  and  T  hoped  you 
would  tell  me  whether  I  am  straining  after 
a  prize  which  is  beyond  me." 

^^I  am  afraid  vou  will  think  that  I 
am  copying  every  other  silly  girl  in  the 
world,"  she  answered;  ^'but  the  real  truth 
is,  that  I  do  not  want  to  marry  any  one  at 
present.  I  have  got  father  and  everything 
I  can  wish  for,  and  I  do  not  want  a  husband." 

^^  I    know,"    said   Bernard,  thoughtfully ; 
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^^  and  of  course  the  fact  is  that  you  are  not 
in  the  least  in  love  with  me,  and  I  don't  see 
what  to  make  out  of  it  all.  Do  you  think  if 
I  went  away  again  for  a  few  months  you 
would  miss  me,  and  learn  to  like  me  better  ?  '' 

Edith  laughed.  ^^  I  know  I  should  miss 
you,"  she  answered,  looking  at  him  with  eyes 
full  of  pleasant  affection,  '^and  I  scarcely 
think  I  could  like  you  better ;  but  that  is  not 
good  enough  for  you,  Bernard." 

''  I  don't  think  it  is.  I  want  you  to  love 
me  really,  so  that  you  would  miss  me,  and 
think  of  me  every  hour  that  I  was  away  ; 
and  I  am  afraid  you  are  far  enough  from 
that,  Edith.  The  whole  thing  is  hard  upon 
both  of  us,  and  I  don't  see  my  way  out  of 
it  at  all." 

Edith  was  silent,  and  he  sat  staring 
amongst  the  tree-trunks  with  unseeing  eyes, 
his  hands  clasped  round  his  knees. 

'^  1  want  to  tell  you  just  what  is  in  my 
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mind,"  she  said  presently.  ^^  I  do  not 
want  to  marry  you  or  any  one  now ;  but 
when  I  do — and  I  suppose  like  most  j^eople 
I  shall  wish  it  some  day — it  will  seem 
to  me  a  necessity  that  my  husband  shall 
widen  my  world,  and  make  me  understand 
better  what  makes  up  other  people's  lives 
and  fills  their  minds.  I  don't  want 
Blithefield  to  be  all  the  world  to  me, 
and  I  think  it  was  before  I  went  to 
London ;  and  then  I  felt  that  it  was  just 
nothing  except  to  those  who  live  here, 
and  that  not  a  person  I  saw  would  be 
any  the  worse  if  the  earth  opened  and 
swallowed  it  up.  Father  has  lived  here 
so  long  and  so  quietly  that  it  is  every- 
thing to  him,  and  I  am  afraid  it  and 
Offord  would  be  to  you,  Bernard ;  and 
I  should  quarrel  with  you  for  it." 

^*  I   see  quite  well  what   you  mean,"  he 
answered.       ^^  I     know      that      ease      and 


78  DOWN   THE   WAY. 

prosperity  does  deaden  a  man's  mind  if 
he  gives  way  to  it  and  lets  it  absorb  him  ; 
but,  Edith,  what  is  in  your  thoughts  about 
a  better  sort  of  life  ?  What  would  you 
have  one  do?" 

^^Ah!  that  is  just  it!"  said  Edith, 
with  a  heavy  sigh;  ^'that  is  just  what 
I  want  some  one  to  show  me.  I  can 
only  vaguely  dream  of  teaching  the  world 
round  me  to  care  less  for  food,  and 
clothing,  and  money,  and  ease,  but  I 
don't  see  much  further." 

'^  And  you  don't  think  I  could  help 
you?" 

''  Bernard,  I  don't  think  you  would 
care  to  try  ;  and  I  am  afraid — oh,  I  fear 
very  much — that  after  a  while  I  shall  not 
care  either.  I  shall  be  so  happy  with 
father,  and  so  contented  with  Blithefield 
as  it  is,  that  I  shall  let  all  the  world  go 
by  as  it  likes." 
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Bernard  got  up  and  strolled  away 
amongst  the  trees  without  answering, 
and  she  feared  she  had  hurt  and  offended 
him ;  but  after  a  few  minutes  he  came 
back  again. 

^^  Edith,  do  you  want  me  to  understand 
that  it  is  impossible  that  I  can  ever  be 
more  to  you  than  I  am  now  ? "  he  said, 
standing  before  her  and  looking  down  at 
lier  with  a  wdstful  look  in  his  eyes  which 
deeply  touched  her. 

'^I  don't  know;  indeed,  I  don't  know. 
I  care  for  you  a  hundred  times  more  than 
for  any  one  but  father,  but " 

^^You  don't  want  to  marry  me?" 

^*  No,  but  yet — you  know,  Bernard,  I 
don't  want  you  to  marry  any  one  else."' 

He  sat  down  beside  her  again  an  I  took 
her  hand. 

'•  This  is  what  it  comes  to,  it  seems  to 
me,  you   do   not   love  me  because   I   have 
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never  done  anything  to  show  myself 
worthy  of  love.  I  have  worked  in  India 
just  as  much  as  I  have  been  obliged, 
and  no  more ;  and  now  I  am  simply  an 
idler,  and  you  despise  me  for  it,  and  I 
am  almost  glad  you  do,  for  it  will  stir 
me  up  to  be  something  better.  I  will  try 
to  make  myself  of  more  account  than 
an  idle  landlord,  caring  only  that  the 
estate  may  thrive  to  put  money  in  my 
pocket ;  and  then  next  summer  I  shall 
ask  you  again,  when  you  have  had  time 
to  see  whether  I  am  in  earnest.  Will 
you  consent  to  this,   Edith?" 

^^  Yes,  with  all  my  heart,"  she  answered, 
putting  her  other  hand  in  his,  and  tears 
came  into  her  eyes  as  he  raised  them 
both  to  his  lips. 

''  And  you  will  be  pleasant  and  friendly 
with  me,  and  let  me  come  and  go  as  I 
will,    and    take    my    chance  ?      I    promise 
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you    that     I    will      not    be    a    trouble    to 
you." 

^^  0,  Bernardj  you  are  so  good  to  me ! 
You  will  be  welcome  always.  Do  you 
forgive  me  for  all  I  have  said  to-day  ?  " 

'^  I  think,  dearest,  you  have  granted 
me  almost  more  than  I  could  expect," 
he  said.  '^  My  happiness  seems  far  off, 
but  I  do  not  despair  of  winning  it.  I 
shall  be  with  you  constantly  in  perfect 
agreement,  and  with  good  hope.  I  have 
not  much  to  complain  of,  have  I  ? " 

'^  And  will  you  let  Offord  House  tumble 
to  the  ground  ?  " 

^^I  do  not  know,  I  leave  the  thought  of 
that  until  to-morrow." 

And  then  they  wandered  slowly  home- 
wards, and  found  that  time  had  flown, 
and  that  the  others  had  gone  in  to  dress 
for  dinner. 
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CHAPTER  VI. 

NEW   ALLIES. 

The  next  morning,  when  Mr.  Hilton  and 
Edith  were  taking  a  sort  of  general  stroll 
round,  as  was  their  custom  after  breakfast, 
he  said,  somewhat  abruptly,  after  a  silence — 

^^I  had  a  talk  with  Offord  last  night, 
darling,  and  he  told  me  what  he  had  been 
saying  to  you.  I  want  you  to  understand 
that,  whatever  way  you  decide,  I  shall  be 
satisfied,  and  that  I  am  in  no  hurry  to  share 
my  daughter's  love  with  any  man." 

^^  And  you  are  sm-e  that  you  will  not  be 
anxious  or  uneasy,  father,  if  we  take  our 
own  time?''  she  asked,  sli^Dping  her  hand 
into  his  arm. 
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^^Not  in  the  least." 

''  But  do  you  think  it  is  fair  to  Bernard 
that  I  should  keep  him  in  uncertainty, 
father?" 

''  It  seems  to  me  that  it  is  his  own  choice. 
He  tells  me  that  he  would  rather  wait  for  a 
chance  of  you  than  have  anything  else  the 
world  can  give  him.  That  being  so,  we  had 
better  let  him  take  his  chance." 

^^  You  really  like  him,  father  ?  " 

''I  shall  rejoice  if  the  day  ever  comes 
when  I  have  to  welcome  him  as  a  son ;  but, 
all  the  same,  darling,  I  don't  suppose  that  he 
is  the  only  man  in  the  world  worthy  of  my 
daughter ;  and  I  wish  her  to  make  her  choice 
with  perfect  freedom." 

^'  I  wish,  father,  you  had  given  Laura  the 
same  freedom  you  have  given  me,"  said 
Edith,  after  a  pause.  She  felt  that  there 
was  little  in  her  own  life  that  she  cared  to 
talk  about  just  then. 
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Her  father's  face  clouded. 

^'  That  has  been  a  foolish  business  all 
through,"  he  said,  '^  and  perhaps  I  have  not 
managed  it  quite  wisely;  but  what  could 
one  do  with  a  girl  who  is  persistently  per- 
verse, and  a  man  who  has  not  the  honesty 
to  give  one  even  a  hint  of  his  intentions  ?  " 

^'  Of  course,  I  know  it  was  very  difficult ; 
but  I  wish  you  had  let  them  manage  their 
own  way." 

^^  I  wish  I  had ;  but  it  is  too  late  now. 
You  ought  to  know  something  of  the  fellow, 
Edith.  In  what  light  did  he  strike 
you?" 

^'  I  think  his  manner  unpleasant,"  an- 
swered Edith,  with  heightened  colom-,  but 
wishing  to  speak  moderately ;  ^^  though  that  is 
no  reason  why  he  should  not  suit  Laura,  for 
she  and  I  have  scarcely  an  idea  in  common, 
and  would  be  sm^e  not  to  think  the  same  of 
any  one." 
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"But  you  don't  know  anything  against 
him?" 

"  Oh,  dear,  no,  father.  I  have  no  doubt 
he  deserves  every  word  of  praise  Aunt  Sarah 
bestows  upon  him;  only  when  she  expects 
me  to  call  him  agreeable,  I  am  obliged  to 
demur." 

"And  he  has  never  mentioned  Laura  to 
you?" 

"I  cannot  say  that;  he  did  speak  a  few 
words  to  me  about  her  one  day,  but  I  scarcely 
understood  him,  and  even  on  thinking  over 
it,  I  am  not  quite  sure  what  he  meant.  I 
believe  he  thinks  of  her  a  great  deal,  but 
that  he  has  more  than  one  difficulty  in 
coming  forward.  I  hope — oh,  I  do  hope, 
father — that  it  will  come  right  in  time ;  but 
we  must  leave  it  all  alone  for  the  present,  I 
think." 

Mr.  Hilton  sighed. 

'•And  what  is  your  opinion  of  her?"  he 
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asked.     '^  Do  you  not  find  her  more  amiable 
than  she  was  a  few  months  ago  ?  " 

''  I  scarcely  know,  father  ;  I  have  not  yet 
spoken  many  words  to  her.  There  are  so 
many  to  talk  to  while  Adelaide  and  Janet 
are  here,  and  she  does  not  seem  to  care  to 
talk  to  me." 

In  this  idea  Edith  was  quite  right,  for, 
after  the  first  evening,  Laura  avoided  rather 
than  sought  occasion  for  speaking  to  her. 
She  had  imagined  beforehand  that  her 
sister  might  have  been  the  bearer  of  a  few 
words  from  Geoffrey,  but  if  so  she  would 
of  course  have  given  them  on  the  first 
opportunity ;  and  now  it  was  evident  that 
there  was  nothing  of  the  kind,  and  she 
must  look  for  some  other  explanation  of 
her  embarrassment  when  his  name  was 
mentioned.  It  might  be  that  he  had  made 
Edith  understand  that,  in  consequence  of 
her    father's     disapproval,    all     intercourse 
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between  himself  and  Blithefield  was  at  an 
end,  and  if  so,  Laura  felt  that  it  was 
mistaken  consideration  to  keep  her  in 
ignorance  of  it ;  but  even  to  save  herself 
from  tormenting  anxiety  she  could  not 
make  up  her  mind  to  be  the  first  to 
mention  him,  and  she  felt  some  bitterness 
towards  Edith — who  was  quite  sure  to  have 
heard  from  her  father  of  all  that  had 
passed — for  having  said  not  a  word  to  set 
her  mind  at  ease,  or  even  to  give  her  the 
most  ordinary  information.  But  all  the 
while  Edith  was  almost  equally  disturbed, 
and  could  not  feel  herself  to  be  entirely 
free  from  blame. 

To  say  the  least,  it  had  been  a  thought- 
less vanity  which  had  led  her  to  attempt 
to  break  through  Geoffrey's  reserve;  and 
although,  when  she  had  confessed  the 
whole  matter  to  Janet,  she  said  nothing 
more  severe  than  that  it  was  "unfortunate," 
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and  Mary,  who  had  guessed  beforehand  that 
something  of  the  kind  would  happen,  had 
called  Geoffrey  ''  a  bear,"  her  conscience 
was  still  too  uneasy  to  allow  her  to  niention 
his  name  with  indifference,  and  her  wounded 
pride  was  still  too  sensitive  to  let  her  think 
over  the  matter  with  calmness. 

'^My  dear,  I  do  not  know  what  you  will 
think,  and  you  ought  to  know  better  than 
I  can ;  but  I  should  consider  it  wise  to  make 
an  effort  to  get  Laura  out  more,  and  let 
her  see  as  much  as  possible  of  other 
people,  to  take  off  her  mind  from  this 
unfortunate  subject,''  said  Mr.  Hilton,  after 
a  long  pause.  ^'  As  it  is,  she  is  perpetually 
poring  over  books,  which  I  suppose  that 
fellow  put  into  her  head,  and  she  looks  ill 
and  sad,  and  will  mope  herself  to  death, 
and  slip  through  our  fingers  some  day 
before  we  know  where  we  are." 

''  Oh,  no,  father;  it  is  not  so  bad  as  that," 
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answered  Edith  reassuringly.  ^^  I  do  not 
think  her  looking  ill ;  she  has  always  been 
pale  and  thin,  and  she  certainly  looks 
anxious;  but  I  do  not  think  you  have  the 
least  cause  to  be  alarmed  about  her ;  and  as 
to  dragging  her  out,  if  she  does  not  wish 
it  I  must  believe  that  would  be  a 
mistake." 

^^Well,  my  dear,  I  know  it  would  be  a 
thankless  task ;  but  I  should  like  her  to 
see  that  there  are  people  better  worth 
thinking  of  than  Poland  in  the  world — not 
that  I  ever  wish  to  say  a  word  against 
him,  remembering  what  I  owe  to  him, 
darling ;  but  I  never  could  and  never 
shall  think  him  anything  but  obstinately 
unpleasant.  But  there  is  not  much  profit 
in  talking  of  him ;  if  he  ever  comes  again 
I  will  be  civil  to  him  for  Laura's  sake. 
By  the  bye,  is  she  coming  to  Offord  with  us 
to-day?" 
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"  I  do  not  know,  father.  I  have  not  said 
anything  to  her  about  it." 

^^  There  it  is,  Edith!"  said  her  father, 
with  some  impatience.  ''  You  leave  her  to 
her  own  ways  too  much.  I  think  you 
should  make  a  point  of  her  going  with  us." 

^<  Very  well,  father.  I  will  speak  to  her 
about  it  as  soon  as  we  go  in ;  but  I  confess 
the  blue  study  is  rather  awful  to  me,  and  it 
requires  some  courage  to  venture  m  where 
one  is  sure  one  is  not  wanted." 

'•'  I  have  had  my  disagreeable  moments 
there,  I  confess,"  answered  her  father;  ''  but 
after  all,  the  poor  child  is  not  half  so 
disagreeable  as  we  make  her  out  to  be." 

Turning  back  they  were  joined  on  the 
way  by  Bernard ;  and  on  reaching  the  house 
they  found  the  rest  of  the  party  ready  for 
their  stroll  through  the  woods  to  OfFord. 

^^  But  where  is  Laura?"  asked  Bernard, 
looking  round. 
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'^I  suppose  she  is  not  coming,"  answered, 
Janet.  ^'  We  always  leave  her  to  do  as  she 
likes." 

''  Oh,  but  she  must  come;  I  cannot  possibly 
let  her  off  !  " 

'^  Very  well,  you  must  go  and  tell  her  so 
yourself,"  said  Edith,  smiling. 

^^  Where  shall  I  find  her?" 

*^In  the  blue  study,  I  suppose;  she  is 
nearly  always  there." 

Bernard  ran  hastily  upstairs  and  knocked 
at  the  door,  and,  being  told  to  enter,  found 
Laura  sitting  by  the  window  with  a  book  in 
her  lap. 

'^  We  are  just  starting,  Laura,  and  are 
only  waiting  for  you,"  he  said,  lightly. 

"  Oh,  please,  do  not  wait ;  I  am  not  going, 
of  course." 

'^  Very  well,  then,  I  am  not  going  either." 

Laura  looked  at  him  with  a  smile. 
"What  do  you  mean,  Bernard?" 
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^^I  mean  that  I  expect  you  to  come  with 
all  the  rest  of  the  family  to  give  your 
opinion  concerning  my  venerable  abode, 
and  to  partake  of  the  unpretentious  banquet 
I  have  provided." 

''  I  shall  like  to  come  very  much." 
^^  Then   make   haste   and   get   your  hat; 
it   ought   to  have   been   on   your  head  ten 
minutes  ago." 

^'  1  did  not  know  you  would  expect  me." 
''Laura,  my  dear — I  may  say  that,  for  I 
have  known  you  from  a  baby — you  may 
be  quite  sure  that  I  shall  always  expect  you 
when  the  others  honour  me  with  a  visit. 
Now  I  am  going  to  look  round  your  den 
while  you  are  getting  ready ;  I  see  traces 
of  an  alien  hand  here  since  I  left ;  but  I 
hear  the  room  was  given  up  to  Poland 
when  he  was  ill,  and  he  is  a  man  sure  to 
leave  a  mark  for  people  who  understand 
him." 
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Bernard  spoke  from  a  sudden  inspiration, 
and  the  new  light  on  Laura's  face  showed 
that  he  had  done  well. 

'^  You  know  him  ?  "  she  asked. 

*^Yes,  T  have  met  him  often  at  Mrs. 
Mathewson's  lately ;  but  I  suppose  I  ought 
scarcely  to  say  that  I  know  him — he  is  not 
a  man  who  shows  himself  to  everybody." 

^'  But  vou  saw  him  with  Edith,  and  she 
knows  him  ?  "  said  Laura,  with  some  eager- 
ness. 

^^  I  don't  imagine  that  she  knows  a  great 
deal  of  him  ;  they  would  not  have  much 
sympathy  with  each  other — do  you  think  ?  " 
he  answered,  anxious  to  reassure  both  him- 
self and  her. 

"  Not  much  I  should  think,"  said  Laura, 
seeing  that  the  question  was  not  interesting 
to  her  alone.  '^  Mr.  Poland  is  rather 
inclined  to  think  that  there  might  be 
interests  beyond  the  limits  of  Blithefield." 
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"  Yes,  and  so  may  we  all ;  but  that  need 
not  make  us  less  sympathetic,"  said  Bernard, 
with  a  little  irritation. 

^^  No,"  replied  Laura,  after  a  pause,  speak- 
ing as  easily  as  she  could;  ^'and  I  do  not 
suppose  we  shall  see  enough  of  Mr.  Poland 
to  disagree  with  him  seriously.  He  has  got 
his  own  work  to  do  in  the  world,  and 
well-to-do  people  will  not  come  much  in  his 
way." 

Then  she  went  to  put  on  her  hat,  and  in 
a-  few  minutes  they  joined  the  rest  of  the 
party. 

''  Take  care,  Edith,"  whispered  Erica. 
'^  I  am  disposed  to  think  that  Laura  is 
throwing  a  spell  over  Bernard  next." 

But  Edith  only  smiled.  It  was  almost  a 
pity  that  she  was  too  sure  of  Bernard  to 
feel  an  invigorating  jealousy,  and  had  not 
quite  got  over  the  notion  that  kindness  to 
Laura  could  only  spring  from  compassion. 
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In  spite  of  its  ugliness  the  apparent 
solidity  of  Offord  House  made  it  imposing 
in  the  brilliant  sunlight,  if  only  from  the 
breadth  of  shadows  it  cast  on  the  mossy 
lawn  which  came  up  to  its  feet ;  and  it  was 
not  Bernard  only  who  thought,  with  regret, 
that  its  appearance  was  deceptive,  and  that 
it  was  in  reality  tumbling  into  ruins.  But 
here  and  there  a  leaning  chimney, 
crooked  window-frame,  and  even  now  and 
then  an  ominous  crack  in  the  masonry, 
revealed  the  fact  that  its  outside  show  was 
to  be  distrusted ;  and  Mr.  Hilton's  practical 
eyes  decided,  after  examination,  that  the 
whole  building  was  '^rotten  to  the 
foundations ;  "  and  the  \T.sitors  were  unani- 
mous in  their  advice  that  the  greater  part 
of  it  should  be  left  to  decay  at  its  pleasure, 
and  that  the  east  wing,  which  was  much 
sheltered  from  wind  and  rain  by  a  wooded 
hill,  should  be  divided  from  the  main  part 


96  DOWN    THE   WAY. 

of  the  house,  and  carefully  repaired,  and 
made  a  storehouse  for  the  valuable  old  furni- 
ture, with  some  half  dozen  rooms  beautified 
and  made  comfortable  for  the  master's  use. 

It  was  a  painful  day  for  Edith,  and 
Bernard  saw  it,  and  regretted  that  he  had 
not  thought  of  it  before  giving  the  invita- 
tion ;  and  managing  to  draw  her  away  from 
the  others,  he  endeavoured  to  chase  away 
her  discomfort. 

'^  You  are  sorry  to  see  the  old  place 
tumbling  down,  Edith;  but  I  don't  myself 
see  that  it  much  matters.  It  would  always 
have  been  too  big  for  me,  and  I  could  not 
well  have  demolished  it ;  but  it  is  welcome  to 
crumble  to  pieces  as  it  likes,  for  I  have  a 
hope  before  me  that  I  shall  never  need  it." 

'^  But  if  that  hope  fails,  Bernard  ?  "  asked 
Edith,  with  deep  anxiety. 

"  Then,  dear,  the  few  rooms  I  mean  to 
save  from  the  general  ruin  will  be  amply 
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sufficient  for  the  needs  of  a  determined 
bachelor ;  and  who  knows  but  that  the  next 
heir  will  be  a  man  of  means,  who  will  build 
a  house  after  his  own  fancy  ?  " 

Edith  felt  she  could  say  no  more,  and 
turned  away  with  a  sigh  to  j  oin  the  others  ; 
but  she  knew  that  to  allow  herself  to  be  led 
by  a  sentimental  regret  into  giving  an 
assurance  which  her  heart  distrusted,  would 
be  equally  wrong  to  herself  and  to  Bernard. 
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CHAPTER  VJI. 


FROM  Geoffrey's  hand. 


Mr.  Hilton  was  never  so  liapj^y  as  when 
he  could  make  the  excuse  of  doing  honour 
to  some  one  a  plea  for  asking  his  friends 
to  dinner,  and  on  this  occasion  there  were 
many  good  reasons  for  hospitality.  It  was 
not  often  that  he  had  all  his  family  gathered 
round  him,  and  the  Pagets  and  Bonars  were 
leaving  the  next  day  ;  besides  which  it  was 
only  natural  to  suppose  that  every  one 
would  wish  to  see  Edith  after  her  return. 

So  the  dinner-party  that  evening  had 
swelled  to  a  formidable  size;  and  Laura 
wished  with  all  her  heart  that  she  might 
have  been  excused  from  appearing,  in  spite 
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of  a  charming  new  dress  which  Edith,  hy 
her  father's  desire,  had  brought  her  from 
London.  But  her  sister  could  not  hear  of 
it;  and  after  stating  her  wishes,  and  find> 
ing  them  opposed,  she  said  no  more,  a 
change  from  her  former  habits  which  they 
noticed  with  pleasure  and  surprise. 

It  happened  that  she  was  particularly  ill- 
placed  at  the  dinner-table,  between  a  deaf 
and  dinner-loving  squire  and  an  empty- 
headed  young  officer,  who  resented  being 
^Hurned  over  to  the  ugly  daughter,"  as  he 
expressed  it  to  himself,  and  made  little 
attempt  at  talking  to  her,  straining  all  his 
attention  to  listen  to  Edith,  who  possessed 
that  crowning  point  to  her  many  charms  of 
having  just  returned  from  town. 

But  the  rest  of  the  party  were  lively  and 
amusing,  and  Laura's  silence  was  too  usual 
to  be  noticed,  excepting  by  Edith,  whose 
conscience    was    sensitive    concerning"    her^ 
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but  with  tlie  unfortunate  effect  of  making 
her  feel  an  unreasonable  irritation.  No  one 
could  say  that  Laura  made  a  parade  of  being 
dull  and  silent,  or  put  forward  the  slightest 
claim  to  sympathy ;  her  manner  was  the 
same  as  it  had  always  been  in  society,  but 
to  Edith  it  appeared  now  like  a  protest 
against  every  one,  and  perhaps  herself  in 
particular,  and  even  in  the  midst  of  the 
cheerful  party  round  her  she  could  not 
altogether  rid  herself  of  the  uncomfortable 
impression. 

Leaving  the  dinner-table  dull,  tired,  and 
dispirited,  feeling  herself  at  an  immeasurable 
distance  from  all  with  whom  she  had  been 
spending  the  last  two  hours,  Laura  went 
slowly  upstairs  to  the  blue  study,  knowing 
that  probably  she  would  scarcely  be  missed. 
She  would  go  and  sit  by  the  open  window, 
looking  out  into  the  cool,  grey  night,  so 
welcome   after   a   scorching   day,    and    lose 
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herself  in  thinking  over  the  happy  days 
which  had  once  been  realities. 

Languidly  she  opened  the  door,  and  then 
stood  still  in  surprise.  The  room  she  had 
expected  to  find  dark  and  cheerless  was 
lighted  by  her  own  reading-lamp  standing 
on  the  writing-table,  close  to  which  was 
placed  her  favourite  chair,  pushed  a  little 
aside  as  if  it  had  but  just  that  moment  been 
occupied.  On  the  table  lay  a  j^ile  of  books 
in  unfamiliar  bindings,  one  ostentatiously 
lying  open  on  her  blotting-book,  which 
seemed  as  if  it  had  been  lately  used,  and  on 
which  lay  an  nnaddressed  letter. 

''  Geoffrey !  "  was  her  lirst  thought;  every- 
thing in  the  room  seemed  to  suo^orest  his 
presence,  from  the  bunch  of  flowers  thrown 
a  little  aside,  to  the  disarrangement  of  the 
table,  which  he  had  never  been  known  to 
put  or  leave  in  order. 

''  Geoffrev  !  "    she    cried    aloud,    shuttino^ 
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the  door  behind  her  and  hurrying  forward ; 
but  there  was  no  answer  to  her  call,  and 
looking  searchingly  round  she  saw  that  the 
room  was  empty.  The  disappointment, 
although  the  hope  had  been  momentary, 
was  bitter,  and  her  eyes  filled  with  blinding 
tears,  but  quickly  recovering  herself,  she 
turned  eagerly  to  the  letter  lying  before  her. 
^^  Laura,  my  greatest,  my  dearest  friend," 
it  began,  ''I  am  sitting  at  your  own  table 
to  write  to  you  and  try  to  tell  you  what 
is  in  my  mind.  I  have  stolen  up  here 
through  the  garden  door  while  you  are 
all  at  dinner^  and  I  know^  that  1  must 
not  wait  to  see  you ;  but  you  will  forgive 
this,  which  is  my  only  means  of  letting 
you  know  anything  about  me,  since  your 
father  has  forbidden  my  writing.  I  do  not 
attempt  to  defend  my  disobedience  to  his 
orders,  I  simply  say  the  need  is  urgent. 
Laura,    I    am   writing   to   tell    you    that   I 
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am  going  away,  out  of  England,  for  a 
long  while  perhaps,  away  from  you^ 
because  I  have  been  weak — I  might  almost 
say — dishonest,  in  taking  from  you  a 
portion  of  the  love  I  had  given  you, 
although  I  have  never  asked  you  to 
accept  it.  I  have  only  one  thing  to 
say  in  justification,  I  did  keep  back  the 
words  which  you  must  have  almost  seen 
upon  my  lips.  Until  I  had  proved  myself 
in  absence,  I  would  not  ask  you  to  share 
a  life  which  must  for  awhile  be  one 
of  struggle,  although  I  believe  you  would 
not  shrink  from  it  if  you  could  put  a 
firm  trust  in  me.  Of  that  trust  I  am 
not  worthy,  but,  Laura,  I  believe  I  shall 
be.  I  will  say  little  of  my  failure; 
sitting  here,  where  everything  speaks  of 
you,  it  seems  as  nothing,  as  if  no  thought 
of  mine  had  strayed  from  you,  my  first 
love  and  my  last ;  for  when  this  infatuation 
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has  passed,  as  pass  it  will,  I  shall  come 
to  you  and  you  will  forgive  me.  Forgive 
me  in  your  own  heart  now  dear,  and  trust 
me.  I  have  wandered  in  fancy,  and  what 
for  the  moment  so  alluring  ?  but  with  all 
the  truth  of  my  soul  I  say,  it  is  you  that 
I  want  for  my  life's  companion !  Still  I 
have  yet  to  earn  my  right  to  tell  you 
face  to  face  that  I  am  yours  for  life. 

'^  Geoffrey  Poland." 

The  letter  dropped  on  her  lap,  and 
she  sat  for  a  long  time  without  moving. 
She  scarcely  knew  what  was  in  her  mind, 
and  whether  he  had  given  her  pain  or 
pleasure.  He  told  lier  that  liis  thoughts 
had  strayed  from  her,  but  she  had 
scarcely  allowed  herself  to  think  that  they 
belonged  to  her  alone  ;  he  confessed 
himself  unworthy,  but  she  put  no  such 
high   value    upon    herself    as   would    exact 
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perfection  from  him ,  and  then,  oh  springs 
of  hope  in  a  desolate  life  !  He  said  that 
he  would  surely  come  back  to  her. 
Come  back  to  her !  What  could  such 
words  mean  but  that  one  day  life  was  to 
hold  for  her  all  that  she  prized  ?  Geoffrey's 
love,  Geoffrey's  companionship !  care  after 
indifference,  plenty  after  famine!  What 
if  he  had  step23ed  aside  for  a  moment? 
his  straight  path  was  to  her,  and  she 
might  well  wait  patiently  for  his  return. 
Love  was  too  rare  and  precious  a  possession 
for  her  to  throw  it  away  for  the  sake  of 
a  foolish  pride.  He  was  in  no  way 
deceiving  her,  or  making  her  of  little 
account.  He  would  not  come  back  until 
he  felt  himself  worthy  of  her,  and  when  he 
did  come  she  would  give  him  the  welcome 
on  which  he  reckoned.  Presently  the 
book  lying  open  on  the  table  caught  her 
attention,    and,   taking   it   up,   she  found   a 
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page     specially     marked,      which      almost 
seemed  like  a  continuation  of  his  letter, — 

"  Some  future  day  when  what  is  now  is  not, 
When  all  old  faults  and  folUes  are  forgot, 
And  thoughts  of  difference  passed  like  dreams  away, 
We'll  meet  again  upon  some  future  day." 

"  When  all  that  hindered,  all  that  vexed  our  love. 
As  tall  rank  weeds  will  climb  the  blade  above. 
When  all  but  it  has  yielded  to  decay, 
We'  11  meet  again  upon  some  future  day." 

^^  Some  future  day  !  "  she  thought.  ^^  Yes, 
but  it  may  be  a  long  way  off,  and  it  will 
need  patience  and  courage  to  wait  for  it." 

He  had  given  her  no  idea  of  where  he  was 
going,  or  what  his  work  was  to  be  during  his 
absence,  and  she  wondered  whether  Edith, 
or  any  one  else,  would  think  of  telling  her 
anything  that  they  might  know.  She  would 
not  ask  them,  no — she  could  never  do  that, 
nor  would  she  let  them  guess  that  she  had 
heard  of  him.  It  was  a  deception  that 
could  hurt  no    one,    and    she    owed    it    to 
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him  that  she  should  be  silent.  She  scarcely 
wished  that  he  had  given  her  an  opportunity 
of  writing  to  him,  it  would  have  been  almost 
too  difficult,  and  she  felt  no  doubt  that  he 
had  judged  rightly  in  leaving  things  as  they 
were.  He  trusted  her,  that  was  certain  and 
evident,  and  he  would  not  bind  her  by  any 
promises,  knowing  that  they  were  un- 
necessary. He  raised  her  in  her  own  eyes 
by  his  confidence,  and  gave  her  strength  to 
bear  the  uncertainty  of  what  might  perhaps 
be  a  long  separation. 

What  was  the  cause  of  his  going,  and  of 
his  thoughts  having  strayed  from  her,  she 
was  determined  that,  if  possible,  she  would 
not  think,  and  yet  in  her  own  mind  there 
was  a  distinct  consciousness  that  she  did 
know  the  cause,  and  that  if  she  allowed 
herself  to  dwell  upon  it  it  would  make  her 
life  one  of  daily  and  bitter  resentment. 

Presently  she  was  roused  by  a  quiet  knock 
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at  the  door,  almost  immediately  followed  by 
the  entrance  of  Ellis,  the  maid,  who  was 
supposed  to  belong  equally  to  the  three  girls, 
but  whose  services  Laura  rarely  accepted. 

^' What  do  you  want  Ellis  ? '^  she  asked, 
somewhat  impatiently,  as  the  girl  stood 
hesitatingly  inside  the  half-closed  door. 

'^  I  only  came  to  see  that  you  had  got  the 
letter  all  right.  Miss  Laura,"  she  answered, 
quietly. 

''  The  letter  ?  "  said  Laura,  jealously  ;  she 
had  hoped  that  no  one  else  had  been  aware 
of  its  existence. 

^^YeS;  miss,  I  saw  Mr.  Poland  come  up 
through  the  garden  door,  and  go  down  again 
after  a  bit,  and  I  met  him,  and  he  says — '  I 
am  doing  nothing  wrong  Ellis,  only  leaving 
some  books  and  a  letter  for  Miss  Laura 
before  I  go  abroad,  and  I  would  rather  do  it 
quietly  than  send  a  parcel  by  the  train,' 
and  Miss  Laura,  I  always  knew  he  was  a 
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gentleman,  and  he  never  said  a  word  about 
me  holding  my  tongue,  nor  ojffered  me 
money,  as  many  would,  and  I  wouldn't  tell 
of  him — not  for  anything,  only  I  couldn't 
be   easy   till    I    told   you    I'd    seen   him." 

'^  Thank  you,  Ellis,"  saidLaura^  looking  at 
her  with  a  gratitude  which  touched  her. 

''  And  Miss  Laura — he  just  said  a  word  or 
two  more — he  said,  ^  Is  she  any  the  worse  for 
her  accident  ?  You  know  she  took  care  of 
me  when  I  was  hurt,'  and  I  said — ^  No,  sir, 
she's  none  the  worse  for  it,'  and  then  he 
shook  hands  with  me,  and  I  knew  that 
meant — '  Take  care  of  her,  Ellis,'  and  I 
would — oh,  so  gladly.  Miss  Laura,  if  you'd 
let  me!" 

Laura  looked  at  her  with  a  brighter 
smile  than  there  had  been  on  her  face  for 
many  a  day. 

^^  Thank  you,  Ellis,"  she  said,  ^^f  ever 
I    want    care    or  help  I    will    come  to  you 
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before  any  one,  and  I  am  glad  you  know 
that  Mr.  Poland  only  came  to-day  because 
he  is  going  away  for  a  long  while,  and 
wanted  me  to  know  it.  He  would  not  do 
it  again,  for  it  would  be  wrong  for  him  to 
come  without  my  father's  knowledge,  but 
he  did  not  think — nor  do  I — that  it  was 
very  wrong  just  this  once.'' 

^^No,  miss,  I'm  sure  it  wasn't,  and  I'm 
so  glad  he  didn't  ask  me  to  hold  my  tongue, 
he  seemed  to  know  I  shouldn't  say  a  word, 
and  I  won't  even  to  you  miss  after  to-day, 
unless  you  want  me." 

^' Thank  you  Ellis,  I  think  I  should 
like  to  shake  hands  too  before  you  go," 
answered  Laura,  feeling  an  indescribable 
sort  of  comfort  in  her  sympathy  ;  and  then 
as  soon  as  slie  was  alone  again  she  put 
by  her  jDrecious  books,  and  went  down  to 
the  drawing-room,  feeling  an  excitement 
which  made  it  impossible  for  her  to  sit  in 
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the  blue  study  alone,  and  a  sort  of  pride 
in  herself,  which  made  her  almost  eager 
to  come  out  of  her  usual  reserve,  and  take 
her  part  in  the  little  world  around  her. 

^'  The  child  has  improved,  there  is  no 
doubt  about  it ! "  said  Mr.  Hilton,  making 
an  opportunity  for  speaking  to  Edith,  and 
looking  at  Laura  with  surprise  and  interest, 
as  with  flushed  cheeks  and  bright  eyes 
she  took  her  part  in  a  lively  conversation 
going  on  round  Janet. 

"Yes,  indeed  father!  I  never  saw  her 
so  animated.  She  was  dull  enough  at 
dinner  time,  and  I  felt  as  ho]3eless  about 
her  as  ever,  but  something  has  pleased 
and  roused  her  now."  And  curious  to  hear 
a  little  of  what  she  supposed  had  produced 
this  effect,  she  joined  the  group,  but 
was  grieved  and  sm^prised  to  see  that  as 
soon  as  Laura  was  conscious  of  her  being 
near  her,   her  whole  manner  changed,  and 
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she  shrank  into  silence.  She  would  not 
consciously  cherish  bitter  thoughts,  which, 
if  indulged,  would  poison  the  whole  of 
her  life  at  home,  but  it  was  beyond  her 
power  to  control  an  instinctive  shrinking 
from  the  sister,  who  she  believed  had  for 
a  time,  it  might  possibly  be  unconsciously, 
stolen  from  her  Geoffrey's  love. 


113 


CHAPTER  VIII. 

SELF-DISTRUST. 

Leaving  the  blue  study,  after  writing  his 
letter  to  Laura,  Geoffrey  took  the  path 
towards  the  Look-out.  He  wished  to  avoid 
observation,  but  if  any  one  did  see  and  speak 
to  him  he  did  not  feel  that  it  would  be 
of  much  importance.  He  was  rather  glad 
that  he  had  seen  Ellis,  for  he  was  not 
ashamed  of  his  visit;  he  had  not  been 
detected  in  a  crime ;  and  it  was  pleasant  to 
feel  that  Laura  had  some  one  near  her 
who  was  interested  and  sympathetic,  and 
now  that  he  knew  she  would  receive  his 
letter  he  cared  little  for  consequences  to 
himself.     A  disagreeable  scene  and  explana- 

VOL.    II.  I 
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tion  with  Mr.  Hilton  would  be  the  worst 
that  could  happen,  and,  lying  on  his  back 
amongst  the  heather,  with  a  pipe  in  his 
mouth,  under  the  soft  sky  of  the  summer 
night,  not  many  yards  from  where  he  knew 
that  Laura  had  kept  her  involuntary  vigil 
two  months  before,  he  fell  into  a  philosophic 
mood  in  which  no  worry  was  worth  more 
than  the  thought  of  the  passing  moment. 

But  after  a  while  he  forced  upon  him- 
self the  consideration  of  his  exact  position. 
Up  to  a  certain  point  his  mind  was  clear 
—  the  first  woman  who  had  interested  him 
sufficiently  to  make  him  msh  for  her  daily 
society  was  Laura,  but  in  spite  of  this 
recognition  of  her  influence  he  knew  that 
there  were  many  moods  of  his  nature  in 
which  she  had  no  place.  Whether  these 
were  of  value — and  he  might  cherish  them 
while  excluding  her  for  the  time — or  whether 
her  presence  would  banish  them  into  merited 
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oblivion,  he  was  not  able  to  decide,  but  it 
seemed  clear  that  he  had  no  right  to  see 
her  again  until  he  had  decided,  as  far  as  lay 
in  his  power,  what  part  they  should  play 
in  each  other's  lives. 

But  for  Laura  and  the  sort  of  craving 
he  felt  for  her  plainly  showed,  although 
unspoken  sympathy,  the  work  he  had  before 
him,  with  its  change  of  scene,  would  have 
been  fascinating.  An  old  Spanish  gentle- 
man, living  near  Toledo,  had  in  his  possession 
certain  documents  in  the  English  language, 
which  were  said  to  have  been  picked  up  on 
the  battle-field  of  Talavera,  and  sold  by  one 
of  Wellington's  soldiers  for  a  much  needed 
dinner.  These  papers,  which  had  been 
lying  by  unheeded  for  many  years,  were 
supposed  by  their  present  owner  to  be  of 
inestimable  value  to  the  English  nation,  as 
clearing  up  one  or  two  doubtful  points  in 
the  history  of  the  Peninsular  War,   but  a» 
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he  was  himself  unable  to  read  more  than 
a  word  or  two  here  and  there  of  English, 
and  the  few  chosen  friends  who  had  been 
allowed  a  sight  of  the  treasure  were  almost 
equally  ignorant,  it  remained  for  some 
trusted  Englishman  who  was  able  to  lay- 
aside  prejudice — in  case  of  there  being 
anything  compromising  to  the  glory  of  his 
country — to  bring  these  precious  records 
within  the  reach  of  a  nation  which  ought  to 
Tegard  them  as  a  sort  of  revelation  from 
another  world,  and  pay  for  them  accord- 
ingly. 

Geoffrey,  to  whom  the  work  had  been 
recommended,  had  no  particular  faith  in 
either  the  worth  or  authenticity  of  the 
documents,  they  might  be  interesting,  but 
could  scarcely  be  valuable  ;  but  the  oppor- 
tunity was  not  one  to  be  neglected.  He 
had  a  considerable  knowledge  of  Spanish, 
picked  up   first  from  certain  playmates   in 
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his  childhood,  to  whom  it  had  been  their 
native  tongue,  and  afterwards  from  careful 
study  on  his  own  part  of  a  language  so 
rich  in  interest.  It  was  of  extreme  im- 
portance to  himself  just  then  that  he  should 
get  away  from  his  usual  surroundings  and 
test  the  strength  of  his  own  sentiments 
(he  would  call  them  by  no  stronger  name 
until  they  had  been  proved),  and  he  could 
at  least  save  the  owner  of  these  supposed 
valuable  papers  from  falling  a  prey  to  some 
money -seeker  who  would  undertake  their 
translation  and  publication  merely  for  his 
own  interest. 

He  felt  that  in  any  case  he  must  have  left 
England  for  a  while.  It  seemed  to  him 
that  it  was  only  by  a  change  of  every 
surrounding  that  he  could  come  to  a  true 
knowledge  of  himself.  In  town  everything 
spoke  to  him  of  Edith,  whom  he  strove 
to  forget ;  in  the  country,  every  sight  and 
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sound  reminded  him  of  Laura,  whom  it  was 
liis  best  happiness  to  remember;  but  he 
was  bound  to  think  for  her  as  well  as  of 
her,  and  it  was  plain  that  he  must  not  see 
her  again  with  a  divided  mind.  A  new 
country,  new  faces,  new  interests,  would 
drive  away  remembrance  of  all  that  was 
not  really  part  of  his  life,  but  alQfected  his 
imagination  only,  while  the  truer  and 
deeper  sentiments  of  affection  would  remain. 
There  was  one  point  at  least  on  which 
he  could  have  no  doubt,  he — who  had  as 
yet  made  so  little  of  his  own  life — had  no 
right  to  take  into  his  charge  the  sole 
guidance  of  a  mind  in  a  great  measure 
dependent  on  his  own  ;  his  purposes  must 
grow  clearer  before  he  could  venture  to 
judge  for  another  to  what  ends  life  should 
be  shaped,  but  he  had  no  hesitation  in  telling 
Laura  of  his  hope  and  belief  that  the  time 
would   come  when   they  should   be    always 
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together.    He  was  not  in  any  way  interfering 

with  possible  advantages,  for  he  knew  that 

to  no  one  but  himself  would  she  show  her 

mind,  and  that  probably  no  one  would  care 

to  take  the  trouble  of   discovering  it.     He 

had  rescued  her   from   the  growing  misery 

of  a  purposeless  existence  and  the  deadening 

influence  of  a  disbelief  in  her  own  capacities; 

she  knew  now — for  he  had  taught  her — that 

she  could  make  something  of  herself.     Her 

'^  human  spirit  "  could  no  longer  say — 

"  We  know  not — what  avails  to  know  ? 
"We  know  not — wherefore  need  we  know  ? " 

Her  knowledge  might  never  reach  far, 
but  it  would  grow,  grow  through  all  her 
life  he  believed,  even  if  it  came  to  pass 
that  he  and  she  should  never  meet  again. 
But  of  this  he  had  little  thought  or  fear. 
He  had  pledged  himself  in  that  letter  to 
go  back  to  her,  and  he  was  glad  that  he  had 
done  it.     It  made  a  point  to  be  aimed  at 
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for  the  sake  of  some  one  besides  himself, 
and  while  brightening  her  Hfe  would 
strengthen  his  purpose  of  doing  something 
better  than  idly  waiting  for  an  opportunity 
which  might  never  come. 

His  thoughts  turned  but  little  towards 
Edith.  He  had  seen  her  from  a  distance 
that  evening,  as  they  all  strolled  about  the 
garden  for  a  few  minutes  before  the  guests 
arrived,  and  he  had  been  glad  to  find  that 
he  turned  from  her  to  look  for  Laura.  It 
was  true  that  his  eyes  soon  went  back  to 
her  again,  especially  when  she  was  joined 
by  Bernard  Offord,  but  who  could  help 
looking  ^T.th  pleasure  at  the  sweet,  fair  face 
and  graceful  figure  which  not  her  father 
only  thought  the  loveliest  in  the  world  ? 

But  the  mistress  of  Blithefield,  surrounded 
by  friends,  and  apparently  without  a  wish 
ungratified  or  a  thought  beyond  the  present 
moment,    was     not     the     Edith    who    had 
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fascinated  him  for  a  time.  Tt  had  been 
when  he  had  seen  her  a  little  wearied 
with  London  gaieties,  a  little  dissatisfied 
for  want  of  something — perhaps  she  herself 
scarcely  knew  what — that  he  had  felt  a 
dangerous  inclination  to  try  his  power  of 
awakening  a  new  sort  of  soul  in  her,  and 
supplying  an  almost  unconscious  need.  He 
had  thrust  the  temptation  away  from  him, 
rudely  perhaps,  but  that  was  as  well  both 
for  her  and  for  him  ;  he  could  have  no  more 
than  a  passing  influence  over  her  mind, 
and  might  even  be  doing  her  an  injury  by 
suggesting  thoughts  which  she  would  be 
compelled  to  stifle  in  the  life  which  was 
obviously  a  necessity  for  her.  That  these 
thoughts  were  there  already,  that  she 
dreaded  the  narrowing  effect  of  unbroken 
prosperity  and  ease  he  did  not  guess,  nor  if 
he  had  done  so  would  he  have  acted  dif- 
ferently.    Probably  before  he  saw  her  again 
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she  would  have  married  the  lover  of  her  own 
and  her  father  s  choice,  and  the  duties  of 
Blithetield  and  Offord  combined  would  give 
her  little  time  to  bestow  on  the  humble 
suitor  of  her  uncongenial  sister,  which  would 
most  likely  be  the  only  capacity  in  which 
he  would  again  cross  her  path. 

He  had  had  an  idea  that  it  would  be 
pleasant  to  spend  the  few  hours  of  tlie 
summer  niu'ht  Ivinfr  amonsfst  the  heather 
at  the  Look-out,  but  the  first  few  drops  of 
a  thunder  shower  made  him  change  his 
mind,  and  decide  that  common  sense,  on 
which  he  prided  himself,  suggested  that  as 
it  seemed  he  must  get  wet  it  would  be  better 
for  it  to  be  on  his  way  to  some  place  where 
he  could  find  shelter,  and  perhaps  a  humble 
change  of  clothing.  He  knew  that  there 
was  a  small  inn  on  the  road  to  the  station, 
which  he  could  reach  in  about  a  quarter  of 
an   hour  by  striking    across  the    park,    and 
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setting  out  at  a  good  pace  he  had  gone 
about  half  the  distance  when,  at  a  sharp 
turning,  he  came  face  to  face  with  some  one 
coming  from  the  house.  It  was  too  dark 
to  see  each  other's  faces,  but  the  man's 
suspicious  question,  "  Wlio  might  you  be  at 
this  time  o'  night  ? ''  made  Geoffrey  answer 
immediately — 

^^  I  am  not  poaching,  my  friend,"  and  the 
man's  exclamation — "'  ^^"hy,  it's  Mr.  Poland!" 
caused  him  uncomfortable  surprise. 

He  much  disliked  the  idea  of  his  visit 
being  made  a  subject  of  talk  amongst  the 
servants,  and  although  he  believed  he  could 
trust  Ellis,  he  could  scarcely  expect  this 
man  to  hold  his  tongue. 

^'It's  rather  dark  to  be  telling  a  man  his 
name,"  he  said.  ''  I  am  sure  I  can't  tell 
whether  I  have  ever  seen  you  before." 

''  But  then  you  see,  sii^,  I  knew  you  was 
about  to-night." 
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'*  How  did  you  know  ?  " 

^*  Well,  sir,  I'm  what  you  may  call  keepin' 
company  with  Ellis,  Miss  Laura's  maid,  and 
I  was  hangin'  about  like  to  get  a  word  with 
her,  and  I  see  you  come  out,  and  I  spoke  to 
Ellis  and  she  said  'twas  all  right." 

'^  I  see.  I  think  you  are  Morris,  the  man 
who  drove  me  to  the  station?" 

''Yes,  sir;  that  day  you  waved  your  hat 
and  Miss  Laura  happened  of  her  accident." 

"  Yes,"  said  Geoffrey  shortly,  feeling 
much  annoyed  at  this  second  involuntary 
confidence  which  was  forced  upon  him. 
''  And  now  I  will  say  good-night  to  you, 
and  push  on  to  some  shelter," 

''  Good-night,  sir,  and  you  needn't  be 
frightened  that  Ellis  and  me  won't  hold  our 
tongues ;  she  mostly  tells  me  things,  but 
she's  close  as  wax,  she  won't  tell  no  one, 
not  likely  !  " 

''  Thank  you,"  said  Geofirey  ;  ''  I  shall  be 
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glad  not  to  have  a  talk  made  about  it.  I 
came  to  have  a  look  round  before  I  go 
abroad.'' 

^^Just  so,  sir,"  answered  Morris;  and 
Geoffrey  felt  a  horrible  certainty  that  he 
winked,  although  it  was  too  dark  to  see  it ; 
and  with  another  hasty  good -night  he 
hurried  away,  in  a  savage  temper,  and 
calling  himself  a  fool  for  not  having  managed 
better,  and  determining  that  rather  than  run 
the  risk  of  any  further  encounters  he  would 
walk  on  to  Mornington,  a  distance  of  seme 
six  or  seven  miles,  and  take  the  earliest 
train  to  town  from  there. 

There  was  something  not  altogether 
disagreeable  to  him  in  his  present  mood 
in  facing  the  heavy  storm  apparently  close 
at  hand.  The  stifling  bar  of  a  village  inn 
would  be  unendurable,  and  inquisitive 
questioning  more  than  his  temper  could 
bear,   and  as  strangers  were  probably  rare 
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in  those  parts  he  would  no  doubt  come  in 
for  a  full  share  of  curiosity;  so  it  suited 
him  better  to  fight  against  the  wind  and 
rain,  which  burst  upon  him  before  the 
first  mile  of  his  journey  was  over,  than  to 
smoke  his  pipe  in  the  midst  of  a  wondering 
and  curious  company,  or  to  shut  himself 
up,  and  let  his  mind  dwell  upon  the  petty 
annoyances  the  evening  had  brought  him. 
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CHAPTEE    IX. 

UNMANAGEABLE. 

Mr.  Hilton,  who,  like  Edith,  was  troubled 
by  an  uneasy  conscience  concerning  Laura, 
hearing  that  the  Bonars  were  going  with 
their  children  to  the  seaside  for  a  few 
weeks,  rode  over  to  Daisy  Lodge,  to  ask 
if  they  would  have  any  objection  to  taking 
Laura  with  them,  if  she  could  be  persuaded 
to  go. 

Janet  hesitated  a  little  at  first,  it  seemed 
like  spoiling  their  holiday  to  have  this 
*^  difficult"  sister  with  them,  but  after  all 
might  not  the  whole  of  her  life  be  called 
holiday  ?  with  just  enough  of  household  cares 
to  keep  her  from  being  idle  and  dull ;  and 
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with  a  husband  who  was  devoted  to  her 
and  suited  her  exactly,  and  the  most 
beautiful  children  in  the  world,  she  would 
indeed  be  selfish  if  she  refused  to  take  a 
little  bit  of  the  family  burden  upon  her  own 
shoulders. 

^'  I  shall  not  object  if  Walter  says  nothing 
against  it,"  she  said.  "  I  do  not  suppose 
that  either  of  us  could  say  that  it  would 
add  to  our  pleasure,  but  I  shall  not  mind 
that  if  it  is  really  good  for  her." 

''  I  am  sure  it  will  be,  and,  my  dear 
Janet,  the  most  barefaced  bribery  and 
corruption  is  admissible  between  father 
and  daughter,  and  if  you  think  that  a 
cheque  for  a  hundred  pounds  would  be  in 
any  way  useful  towards  your  expenses, 
I  happen  to  have  such  a  thing  in  my 
pocket." 

Janet  laughed.  '^  Eeally,  father,  you 
spoil   us  all!     Such   gifts  are    godsends   to 
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*  a  struggling  family ; '  but  I  will  not  look 
at  your  cheque  until  I  know  that  my  part 
of  the  bargain  will  be  carried  out." 

'^Very  well,  my  dear,  you  may  make 
your  mind  easy  that  you  will  not  suffer 
much  any  way ;  but  here  comes  Bonar, 
and  while  I  go  and  have  another  look  at 
the  boys,  you  might  find  out  his  opinion 
on  the  subject." 

Janet  found  no  difficulty  with  her 
husband,  he  was  interested  in  Laura,  and 
most  willing  to  consent,  especially  as  it 
had  been  dawning  upon  him  of  late,  that 
such  a  life  as  his,  without  a  trouble,  and 
ahnost  without  a  worry,  was  a  thing  to 
make  a  man  reflect  upon  what  the  future 
might  have  in  store,  and  feel  a  little 
ashamed  to  look  in  the  face  of  those  whose 
lives  were  full  of  care  or  bare  of  happiness. 

So  Mr.  Hilton  rode  home  with  a  pleasant 
sense  that  he  was  doing  good  to  every  one, 
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and,  when  lie  reached  the  house,  hurried 
upstairs  to  the  blue  study,  to  give  Laura 
her  sister's  invitation. 

He  found  her  sitting  at  the  window, 
beside  a  table  covered  with  books,  but  he 
was  at  first  too  anxious  to  hear  what  she 
would  say  to  notice  anything  but  the  changes 
in  her  face,  as  she  argued  the  question 
with  herself. 

'^  Thank  you,  father;  I  shall  like  to  go," 
she  said  quietly,  after  a  minute  or  two, 
and  he  scarcely  knew  himself  how  much 
he  was  relieved  at  her  consenting,  or  how 
plainly  he  showed  it. 

"  Well,  my  dear,  I  am  glad  you  will 
go  !  The  change  will  do  you  a  world  of 
^ood,  and  you  have  not  been  away  for  a 
long  time,  but  I  see  you  have  plenty  to 
occupy  you  here,"  he  said,  by  way  of 
being  pleasant,  and  glancing  at  the  books 
on  the  table.     '^  If  you  have  been  indulging 
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yourself  in  buying  these,  your  pocket- 
money  must  be  running  short,  and  must 
need  a  little  replenishing." 

*'  Oh,  no,  father!''  exclaimed  Laura,  with 
crimson  cheeks,  ^'  I  want  no  money — I  did 
not  buy  them." 

^^  Borrowed  them,  then?  I  am  glad  you 
have  done  that,  Laura;  people  like  to  do 
you  a  kindness  if  they  can." 

'^  I  have  neither  bought  them  nor  borrowed 
them,  father.  Geoffrey  Poland  gave  them 
to  me,"  said  Laura  resolutely,  but  her  face 
grew  pale. 

'^  Gave  them  to  you  before  he  left  ?  You 
should  scarcely  have  accepted  such  a  valuable 
present,  my  dear,"  said  her  father,  with  a 
little  uneasy  suspicion  that  there  was  more 
than  he  knew,  and  indeed  the  present  was 
a  costly  one,  for  the  dozen  or  so  of 
volumes  of  poetry,  essays,  and  a  novel  or 
two,  were  the  best  that  money  could  buy. 
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^^  He  did  not  give  them  to  nie  when  he 
was  here,  and  if  I  mshed  I  have  had  no 
chance  of  refusing  them,"  answered  Laura, 
despising  any  useless  or  unnecessary  decep- 
tion. 

^'  He  has  sent  them  to  you,  then  ?  " 

'^  He  brought  them  himself  and  left  them 
for  me.     I  did  not  see  him." 

^^  Laura!"  said  her  father  sternly,  ^^  you 
must  explain  this  to  me.  I  have  forbidden 
you  to  have  any  communication  with 
Mr.  Poland  until  he  chooses  to  come 
forward  like  an  honourable  man.  I  have 
done  what  I  thought  best  for  you,  and  you 
are  bound  to  respect  my  wishes.  This  man 
has  no  business  to  come  about  here  in  secret, 
and  bring  you  presents,  and  I  must  take 
measures  to  stop  it." 

'^  You  need  not  do  that,  father,  for  I 
believe  that  by  this  time  he  has  left 
England." 
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^^  Now,  Laura,  you  must  give  me  an 
explanation  of  the  whole  business.  I  desire 
you  to  tell  me  what  understanding  there 
is  between  you." 

Laura  stood  before  him,  pale  and  deter- 
mined. It  was  simply  impossible  that  she 
could  betray  Geoffrey's  confidence,  or  repeat 
what  he  had  written ;  it  would  have  seemed 
to  her  as  great  a  sacrilege  as  saying  one's 
private  prayers  aloud  in  the  market-place ; 
she  could  but  take  her  stand  on  a  stubborn 
refusal  to  speak. 

''  I  can  tell  you  no  more  than  this,  father 
— that  Mr.  Poland  was  leaving  England, 
and  brought  me  these  books,  and  wrote 
me  a  letter.  He  did  not  tell  me  where 
he  was  going,  or  what  work  he  has  before 
him,  and  I  can  tell  you  no  more." 

''Yes,  you  can  I"  exclaimed  her  father, 
with  uncontrollable  irritation,  losing  his 
temper,  as  usual,  when  he  most  wished  to 
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keep  it.  ^^You  can  show  me  that  letter, 
and  I  command  you  to  do  so." 

Laura  involuntarily  raised  her  hand  to 
her  breast,  where  the  letter  had  found  safe 
hiding,  and  there  was  an  unconscious  smile 
on  her  face  as  she  answered — 

^^No,  father,  I  cannot  show  it  to  you, 
there  are  some  things  one  cannot  do.  Oh,  I 
wish  you  would  trust  me  a  little  as  you  trust 
Edith  !     I  tell  you  that  it  will  all  be  well." 

Mr.  Hilton  walked  about  the  room  for 
many  minutes  before  he  answered. 

^^  Laura,  this  is  the  third  time  you  have 
set  up  your  judgment  against  mine  in  this 
matter,  and  you  must  clearly  understand 
that  it  will  be  the  last.  You  must  give 
me  your  promise  that  you  will  have  no 
further  communication  with  Mr.  Poland 
without  my  knowledge  or  else  I  must 
send  you  away  from  here — out  of  his 
reach." 


ITNMANAGEABLE.  135 

*^No,  father,  I  cannot,  and  never  will 
give  you  that  promise,  it  would  be  better 
for  you  to  send  me  out  of  your  house  at 
once,   for  I  cannot  obey  you  in  this." 

But  for  the  thought  which  came  suddenly 
into  his  mind,  that  he  need  no  hmger  face 
this  difficulty  alone,  but  might  look  to  Edith 
to  lighten  his  burdens,  Mr.  Hilton  would 
have  been  inclined  to  take  Laura  at  her 
word,  and  send  her  away  at  once  from 
the  home  where  she  refused  to  yield  a 
daughter's  obedience.  But  Edith  would 
know,  Edith  would  bring  her  to  her  senses, 
and  while  giving  her  the  sympathy  which 
one  girl  would  of  course  know  so  well  how 
to  show  to  another,  would  also  uphold  his 
authority,  and  show  the  wrong  as  well  as 
uselessness  of  opposition. 

'^I  shall  leave  you  to  think  over  what  I 
have  said,  Laura,"  he  answered ;  not  without 
a  perception  that  such  a  course  was  cowardly. 
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'^  It  is  impossible  that  I  should  continue  to 
allow  you  to  act  in  direct  opposition  to 
my  wishes  and  orders,  but  although  you 
will  give  me  no  assurance  that  you  will 
obey  mCj  I  hope  I  can  trust  to  your  per- 
ception of  what  is  due  to  a  woman's  dignity 
to  show  you  that  any  underhand  advances 
from  this  fellow  are  only  an  insult." 

'^  Father  I  ''  exclaimed  Laura,  passionately, 
and  he  felt  that  he  had  gone  a  little  too  far 
and  hastily  retreated. 

''  It  was  my  duty  to  put  the  case  strongly 
to  you,"  he  said,  ^'  and  now  for  the  present 
I  will  say  no  more."  And  while  Laura 
turned  from  him  in  anger  and  rebellion, 
he  left  her,  and  went  down  to  his  study 
to  cool  himself  a  little  before  seeking  for 
his  counsellor. 

He  knew  that  he  must  be  careful  in 
his  suggestions ;  it  would  not  do  to  put  one 
sister  too  much  over  the  head  of  the  other ; 
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tut  Edith's  good  sense  and  right  feeling, 
in  which  he  had  entire  trust,  would  no 
doubt  teach  her  to  steer  clear  of  such 
difficulties.  But  when  at  last  he  went  to 
seek  her,  and  finding  her  alone  in  the 
garden  told  her  of  his  fresh  vexations,  he 
was  not  a  little  put  out  by  her  apparent 
unwillingness  to  give  him  any  help. 

^'Really,  father,"  she  said  anxiously,  ^'it 
is  a  matter  in  which  I  cannot  interfere. 
You  know  I  never  could  get  on  with  Mr. 
Poland,  in  spite  of  the  gratitude  I  owe  him, 
and  Laura  already  feels  uncomfortable  with 
me  about  it,  so  that  his  name  has  not 
been  mentioned  between  us.  I  would 
so  gladly  save  you  all  this  trouble  if  I 
could,  but  I  do  not  feel  that  it  is  pos- 
sible.'' 

''Well,  I  must  go  to  Janet,  I  suppose?" 
said  her  father,  shortly.  ''  It  is  hard  to  owe 
the   fellow    a    debt    which    prevents    one's 


138  DOWN    THE   WAY. 

saying  that  it  was  an  ill  day  when  he 
came  into  the  house." 

'^Indeed  it  is,  father!"  answered  Edith, 
with  gathering  tears.  ^^  No  one  can  feel 
that  more  than  I  do,  but  I  can't  do  away 
with  the  debt,  nor  try  to  lower  him  in 
Laura's  eyes,  it  would  be  a  poor  return, 
and  I  am  quite  sure  an  utter  failure,  nor 
could  I  honestly  find  a  word  to  say  against 
him." 

''  My  dear,  I  want  you  to  do  nothing  of 
the  kind,  but  I  hoped  you  would  have 
known  how  to  convince  her  that  such 
underhand  dealings  cannot  be  allowed, 
you  might  do  that  without  offending 
her  or  saying  anything  against  your  own 
conscience." 

^'  Father,"  said  Edith,  slipping  her  hand 
through  his  arm,  ^^Mr.  Poland  and  I  had  a 
quarrel  which  makes  it  impossible  for  me 
to   speak   of    him   to    Laura.     He    may   or 
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may  not  have  told  her  about  it,  but 
aiiyliow  I  am  sure  that  she  would  listen 
to  no  word  of  mine  on  the  subject,  and 
I  should  only  make  mischief  if  I  inter- 
fered." 

^'  Well,  my  darling,  very  likely  you  are 
right,"  said  her  father,  instantly  pacified, 
he  could  not  bear  to  feel  even  a  passing 
discontent  with  this  beloved  daughter. 
^^  But  if  Janet,  while  they  are  together, 
cannot  contrive  to  bring  her  to  a  better 
frame  of  mind,  and  a  knowledge  of  the 
duty  she  owes  to  me,  I  shall  find  a  home 
for  her  elsewhere,  I  shall  not  subject 
myself  any  longer  to  the  perpetual  irri- 
tation and  anxiety  of  her  rebellion  against 
my  wishes.  There  is  no  good  in  trusting 
to  the  fellow's  honour,  for  he  doesn't  seem 
to  have  any,  and  one  can't  treat  her  like 
a  child  and  shut  her  up  in  her  room 
because  she   refuses   to   promise  obedience. 
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SO  if  Janet  fails  to  bring  her  to  her 
senses  there  is  nothing  for  it  but  to  send 
her  away  out  of  his  reach,  until  he  chooses 
to  behave  with  a  straightforwardness  which 
will  be  his  only  way  of  getting  a  welcome 
from  me." 

And  then  he  walked  on  in  silence, 
wondering  whether  it  was  only  his  fancy 
that  this  visit  to  London  had  made  Edith 
less  ready  to  share  his  annoyances,  for 
it  was  impossible  for  her  to  explain  to 
him  the  sort  of  difficulty  she  had  in 
interfering  in  any  way  where  Geoffrey 
was  concerned. 
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CHAPTER    X. 

DISCOMFORT. 

With  this  new  discomfort  about  Laura 
hanging  over  their  heads,  Mr.  Hilton  and 
Edith  were  very  glad  when  they  reached 
the  house  to  have  their  thoughts  otherwise 
occupied  by  finding  that  Peter  Hilton 
and  Richard  Allen  had  arrived  un- 
expectedly and  needed  but  little  pressing 
to  persuade  them  to  stay  for  a  few  days 
before  going  on  to  Scotland,  where  they 
intended  to  travel  about  for  a  week 
or  two  together  before  grouse  shooting 
began.  Peter,  in  spite  of  his  pompous 
manner,  was  always  pleasant,  and  full 
of   good   stories,    and,    although   everybody 
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laughed  at  him,  it  was  impossible  to  do 
so  unkindly,  and  he  took  everything  in 
good  part. 

'^  I  would  give  anything  to  know  whether 
Peter  made  you  an  offer  when  he  was  here 
last,  Edith,''  said  Erica,  when  they  went 
up  to  dress  for  dinner.  ^^It  is  very 
disagreeable  of  you  not  to  tell  me.  If 
he  did  J  I  am  sure  it  will  be  Mary's  turn 
this  time,  for  he  thinks  me  too  young 
and  frivolous  for  such  an  honour  yet." 

^^You  will  get  no  satisfaction  from  me," 
answered  Edith,  laughing.  ^^If  he  did, 
it  does  not  concern  you,  and  if  he  did  not 
you  can  scarcely  expect  me  to  confess  the 
humiliating  fact." 

^^Well!  Poor  old  Peter,  if  he  does 
think  of  Mary,  I  am  afraid  he  is  a  little 
late,  I  believe  she  is  bespoken." 

^^  My  dear  Erica,  what  do  you 
mean  ?  " 
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*^  Of  course,  I  know  very  well  that 
Richard  has  come  here  to  see  her.'' 

^^What  has  put  that  into  your  head, 
you  silly  child?  your  mind  seems  full  of 
match-making . ' ' 

^^Not  much  wonder,  is  it?  with  so  much 
of  it  going  on  round  me,"  answered  Erica, 
saucily.  "What  between  Bernard  and 
Mr.  Poland  the  air  for  some  months  has 
been  full  of — what  shall  I  say — sentiment. 
And  oh,  Edith,  I  do  believe  Laura  has 
got  into  some  fresh  trouble  with  father.  I 
saw  him  coming  down  from  the  blue  study, 
looking  so  angry,  that  I  hid  behind  a  door 
to  get  out  of  his  way." 

"  Don't  be  a  little  goose.  Erica,  and 
make  so  much  of  things!  If  there  is  any- 
thing wrong,  it  is  not  for  us  to  notice  it." 

"  Oh  no,  of  course  not ;  but  do  you  think, 
Edie,  that  Mr.  Poland  will  ever  come  back 
to  her?" 
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'^How  can  T  tell?"  said  Edith, 
with  embarrassment;  '^  and  at  any  rate, 
Erica,  I  am  not  going  to  talk  about  it. 
All  you  have  to  do  is  to  be  as  pleasant  to 
her  as  you  can,  especially  when  you  think 
she  is  in  trouble.'* 

^^I  can  scarcely  fancy  being  ^pleasant' 
to  Laura,  I  don't  think  we  speak  twenty 
words  a  week  to  each  other,  but  T  will 
say  for  her  she  is  not  half  so  disagreeable 
as  she  was  before  Mr.  Poland  came." 

^^  No,  I  am  sure  she  is  not ;  and  now  here 
comes  Ellis  to  do  my  hair,  and  I  wish  you 
would  just  knock  at  Lam-a's  door  and  ask 
her  what  dress  she  is  going  to  put  on  this 
evening." 

Erica  did  as  she  was  desired,  but  after 
knocking  was  kept  waiting  for  some  time 
before  the  door  was  opened. 

''  I  am  not  coming  down  to  dinner 
to-night,"    answered    Laura,     keeping    her 
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face  in  shadow,  and  Erica  felt  sure  from 
her  voice  she  had  been  crying,  and  hurried 
back  to  Edith. 

^^All  right  dear,  make  haste  and  dress, 
and  I  will  go  and  see  her,  perhaps  she  has 
a  headache,"  she  said,  but  when  she  had 
sent  Ellis  away,  and  thought  over  the 
matter  quietly  for  a  minute  or  two,  she 
went  down  the  passage  and  knocked  at 
her  father's  dressing-room  door. 

^^  Come  in  darling.  Am  I  late?"  he 
asked,  as  she  came  and  stood  watching 
him  as  he  brushed  his  short  grey    curls. 

^^  No,  father,  there  is  plenty  of  time, 
but  I  came  to  tell  you  that  Laura  says  she 
is  not  coming  down  to  dinner." 

^^Have  you  seen  her?" 

"No,  I  sent  Erica  to  ask  what  dress 
she  was  going  to  wear,  and  she  said  she 
was  not  coming  down." 

"  I  see — I  quite  understand — once  before 
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when  I  found  fault  with  her,  she  thought 
I  meant  her  to  stay  up-stairs,  but  I  will 
put  it  all  right  in  a  minute/'  and  without 
waiting  to  put  on  his  coat  he  hurried  along 
the  passage.  He,  too,  was  kept  waiting  at 
the  door,  but  when  Laura,  pale,  heavy-eyed, 
and  impatient,  opened  it  expecting  to  see 
Erica  again,  or  perhaps  Ellis,  whom  she 
had  already  dismissed,  she  was  much 
surprised  to  find  her  father  in  his  shirt 
sleeves. 

^^My  dear,  I  beg  that  you  will  make 
haste  and  get  ready  for  dinner,  we  will 
keep  our  differences  to  ourselves ;  and  you 
know  I  have  no  wish  to  be  hard  ujDon  you, 
but  only  to  keep  you  from  what  I  think 
wrong,"  he  said,  quite  overcome  by  her 
sad  face,  and  when  she  vainly  tried  to 
answer,  and  burst  into  a  fit  of  helpless 
sobbing  instead,  he  could  only  pat  her  on 
the  shoulder  and  sav-- 
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'^  Come,  come  my  dear !  you  make  too 
much  of  it  all,  and  for  the  matter  of  that  I  do 
the  same,  but  I  shall  be  grieved  if  I  miss 
your  face  amongst  us  to-night,"  and  then 
hastily  closing  the  door  he  hurried  back  to 
his  dressing-room,  and  was  glad  to  find  that 
Edith  had  gone,  and  that  there  was  no  one 
to  notice  that  his  voice  was  husky. 

Ellis  had  a  keen  perception  where  Lam^a 
was  concerned,  and  guessed  something  of 
what  was  going  on,  but  she  managed  so  well 
that  she  succeeded  in  getting  her  ready  in 
time  for  dinner ;  and,  although  Peter 
remarked  with  his  usual  awkwardness,  '^I 
cannot  say  you  are  looking  well  or  cheer- 
ful, cousin  Laura,"  no  one  else  made  any 
remark  on  her  silence,  or  the  paleness  which 
was  almost  alarming  to  those  who  noticed  it. 

^^  Go  to  bed,  Laura,  I  am  sure  you  are 
not  well,"  whispered  Mary  kindly,  as  they 
left   the  dining-room  after   dinner,    and    as 
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Mr.  Hilton  would  never,  if  he  could  help 
it,  sit  over  the  table  after  the  ladies  went 
away,  there  was  no  opportunity  for  speak- 
ing quietly  to  her  again. 

''  How  is  your  friend  Poland  getting  on, 
Laura  ?  Have  you  seen  him  lately  ? " 
asked  Peter,  sitting  down  beside  her,  and 
honestly  believing  that  his  question  would 
please  her. 

''  I  have  not  seen  him  since  he  left  here," 
she  answered  quietly. 

^^  Oh,  I  conjecture  he  is  busy  after  his 
long  holiday.     What  is  he  doing  now  ?  " 

'^I  do  not  know." 

'^  Geoffrey  Poland — if  that  is  who  you  are 
asking  about — has  just  gone  abroad,  to  some 
part  of  Spain  I  think,  but  we  have  not 
heard  much  about  it,"  interposed  Mary. 

'^  Oh,  indeed;  and  what  occupation  does 
he  intend  to  follow  there  ?  " 

'^  I  scarcely  know,  but  in  my  last  letter 
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to  Aunt  Sarah  I  asked  her  to  tell  me,  so 
perhaps  I  shall  be  able  to  let  you  know 
before  you  leave,''  answered  Mary. 

'•It  is  a  mere  matter  of  curiosity,"  said 
Peter  pompously.  ''  I  cannot  say  that 
personally  I  found  him  agreeable,  but  there 
may  be  differences  of  opinion  about  him — 
eh,  Laura  ?  " 

This  was  quite  unendurable,  and  Richard 
Allen  came  to  the  rescue  by  abruptly  asking 
news  of  a  friend  in  Brighton,  but  no  sooner 
was  that  subject  exhausted  than  Peter  pro- 
ceeded innocently  to  distinguish  himself  in 
another  matter. 

''  So  you  have  got  young  Offord  back 
again,  Wedgwood  ?  "  he  said  to  Mr.  Hilton. 
"  I  should  suppose  he  is  a  very  different 
sort  of  person  now  from  what  he  was  in  the 
days  when  he  was  always  hanging  about 
Adelaide,  and  interfering  with  other  jDCople." 

*'  Those  davs  are  so  long  gone  by  that  I 


150  DOWN    THE   WAY. 

have  forgotten  them,"  answered  Mr.  Hilton, 
quietly.  ''•  But  there  are  few  men  for  whom 
I  have  such  respect  and  liking  as  I  have  for 
Offord.  He  is  likely  to  settle  down  into  a 
useful  country  gentleman,  and  will  j^robably 
take  his  seat  in  the  House  before  long." 

^^  Indeed!  Now  I  should  never  have 
guessed,  from  what  I  saw  of  him  years  ago, 
that  he  would  have  developed  into  a  man 
of  such  brain  power ;  but  that  shows  how 
mistaken  one  is  in  judging  from  appear- 
ances," said  Peter  wisely. 

^'  What  sort  of  appearance  used  Bernard 
to  have,  cousin  Peter  ?  Used  he  to  go  about 
with  his  mouth  and  eyes  open  ? "  asked 
Erica  mischievously. 

'^  I  scarcely  tliink  he  opened  his  mouth  as 
often  as  you  do.  Erica,"  said  Peter,  severely, 
and  was  delighted  with  the  laughter  with 
which  his  retort  was  received,  and  between 
Erica's  various  questions  and  Mary's  attempts 
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to  keep  him  interested,  he  had  no  further 
opportunity  for  committing  himself  that 
evening. 

'^  If  you  could  give  Peter  a  hint  I  should 
be  obliged  to  you,  Richard,"  said  Mr.  Hilton, 
drawing  him  aside.  "You  are  pretty  well 
up  in  our  family  history,  I  fancy,  and  you 
can  do  it  better  than  I  can." 

'^  So  I  was  thinking,"  answered  Richard, 
readily,  "but  I  am  not  sure  that  his  anxiety 
and  solemn  carefulness  about  saying  nothing 
he  ought  not  will  not  be  worse  than  his 
present  blundering." 

Mr.  Hilton  laughed.  "  It  is  quite  possible, 
and  yet  I  think  a  word  or  two  must  be 
spoken.  Poland  is  a  forbidden  subject  at 
present,  but  Offord  is  about  the  house  a  good 
deal,  with  my  full  consent,  and  it  is  scarcely 
pleasant  to  any  of  us  to  be  reminded  of  his 
bygone  boyish  fancies." 

"  Which  no   one   but   our   worthy    Peter 
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would  think  of  raking  up,"  said  Richard. 
''  What  a  good  fellow  Offord  seems  to  be, 
from  all  I  hear." 

'^  That  he  is  ! — a  man  a  father  might  well 
be  proud  of." 

^'  Or  a  father-in-law,  I  hope,"  suggested 
Richard,  kindly. 

'^  Yes,  but  we  must  not  be  in  too  great  a 
hurry  for  all  that.  I  should  be  glad  for  him 
to  learn  to  manage  OfEord  before  BHthefield 
comes  into  his  hands." 

Then  Richard  took  Peter  away  to  the 
smoking-room,  and  watched  for  an  oppor- 
tunity for  saying  his  few  words,  but  Peter 
rambled  on  about  one  thing  after  another 
until  it  grew  late  and  Richard's  patience 
was  exhausted. 

''Well!  I  think  I  will  go  to  bed,  Pm 
tired,"  he  remarked,  making  rather  an 
elaborate  pretence  of  stretching  his  arms 
above  his  head.      *^By  the  by,    Peter,  you 
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rather  put  your  foot  in  it  to-night  in  talking- 
about  Offord." 

'  ^  Put  my  foot  in  it  ? — in  what  way  did  I 
commit  myself  ?  "  asked  Peter,  wonderingly. 

''  Why,  I  thought  you  would  have  guessed  ! 
— Offord  and  Blithefield  will  make  a  noble 
estate  some  day,  when  they  are  thrown  into 
one." 

''  Do  you  mean  that  it  is  intended  that  my 
cousin  Edith  shall  take  Bernard  Otford  for 
her  husband?"  asked  Peter,  with  a  sudden 
air  of  dejection  which  was  a  little  touching. 

''  I  fancy  the  young  people  intend  it  at 
any  rate,  and  I  don't  think  her  father  will 
make  much  difficulty." 

Peter  took  a  turn  to  the  other  end  of  the 
room  to  hide  a  very  real  vexation,  it  could 
scarcely  be  called  disappointment,  and  yet 
his  visions  of  reigning  at  Blithefield,  although 
always  somewhat  misty,  had  been  golden ; 
and.  being  in  no  way  mercenary  had  beauti- 
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fied  his  elderly  life.  He  would  not  have 
known  what  to  do  as  master  of  an  estate,  he 
was  too  easy-going  to  like  responsibility, 
and  too  self-sufficient  to  allow  any  one  else 
to  manage  for  him,  but  somehow  for  several 
years  it  had  been  his  favourite  dream.  He 
did  not  think  about  it  very  often  when 
absent,  for  he  was  a  man  whose  mind  was 
easily  engrossed  by  the  affairs  of  every-day 
life,  but  it  was  something  to  fall  back  upon 
in  the  dull  moments  ;  and  the  idea  that  he 
would  one  day  confer  upon  Blithefield  the 
benefit  of  marrying  its  heiress  had  become  a 
very  real  part  of  his  mental  existence. 

That  he  was  only  twelve  years  younger 
than  Edith's  father  did  not  seem  to  him  of 
much  consequence  ;  indeed,  the  guidance  of 
a  matured  mind  would  be  of  incalculable 
benefit  to  a  young  girl  placed  in  a  respon- 
sible position,  nor  did  he  in  the  least  care  for 
the  wealth  it  would  bring  to  him,  his  own 
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six  hundred  a  year  more  than  sufficed  for 
everything  he  wanted ;  and  he  was  even 
generous  in  giving  when  his  ^'  excellent 
judgment "  approved ;  but  the  importance 
of  the  position  to  be  acquired  was  infinitely 
pleasant  to  his  imagination,  and  he  modestly 
felt  himself  to  be  deserving  of  it. 

'^  Well!  no  doubt  Wedgwood  ought  to  be 
the  best  iuds^e  of  what  is  best  for  his 
daughter's  welfare,  and  I  have  no  reason  to 
suppose  that  the  young  man  is  not  in  every 
way  most  estimable,  but  it  appears  to  me 
that  it  would  be  better  for  all  parties  if  a 
person  of  mature  judgment  was  at  the  head 
of  affairs.  Now,  I  think,  that  like  you, 
Allen,  I  am  somewhat  fatigued  by  the 
journey,  and  I  shall  be  glad  to  retire." 

And  Richard  felt  sorry  for  him,  although 
he  knew  that  his  disappointment  would 
scarcely  last  for  more  than  a  few  days. 
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PERPLEXITIES. 

While  cautioning  Peter  about  Bernard 
Offord,  Richard  had  forgotten  the  second 
part  of  his  duty,  which  was  to  warn  him 
against  mentioning  Geoffrey's  name  in 
public.  It  seemed  quite  absurd  when  he 
came  to  think  over  it  that  there  should  be 
such  pitfalls  in  the  way  of  conversation  in 
a  simple  family,  and  he  still  held  to  his 
own  opinion  that  it  would  be  better  to 
leave  it  all  to  chance  than  to  the  certainty 
of  Peter's  blundering  attempts  either  to 
keep  clear  of  the  forbidden  subjects,  or  to 
apologise  for  having  inadvertently  brought 
them   forward.     But    there   was   no   oppor- 
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tunity  for  saying  anything  before  breakfast 
the  next  morning,  and  they  had  not  been 
many  minutes  sitting  at  the  table  when 
Peter  began — 

"  By  the  bye,  Edith,  when  we  were 
talking  of  Poland  last  night  it  quite 
escaped  my  memory  to  inquire  whether 
he  still  feels  any  bad  effects  from  that 
blow  on  his  head  ?  " 

"Indeed,  I  hope  not;  I  have  never 
heard  anything  about  it,"  she  answered 
hurriedly. 

"  Oh  no,"  interrupted  her  father,  "  he 
got  over  that  very  soon ;  there  is  not  the 
least  fear  of  his  feeling  the  worse  for 
it." 

''I  suppose  he  used  to  complain  a 
good  deal  of  his  head,  Laura  ? "  Peter 
went  on,  turning  to  her.  "  You  ought  to 
know,  for  you  were  kind  enough  to 
devote  a  great  deal  of  your  time  to  him." 
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'^  No,  I  did  not  hear  him  complain  of 
it  at  all.'' 

^^  Of  course  it  is  proverbial  that  people's 
tastes  differ,  but  I  do  not  yet  comprehend 
how  you  contrived  to  get  on  so  well  with 
him ;  I  confess  I  found  his  manner  a 
little,  I  might  even  say,  rough,"  continued 
Peter,  with  an  air  of  settling  down  to 
an  interesting  subject,  but  Mary  came  to 
the  rescue. 

'^  Oh,  you  must  know  Geoffrey  well  to 
understand  him,"  she  said;  ^^  and  talking 
of  manners,  I  think  vou  would  have  been 
interested  by  some  very  odd  people  we 
met  at  Mrs.  Paget' s  a  few  days  ago," 
and  then  she  contrived  to  amuse  him  so 
well  by  her  description  that  there  was  no 
further  opportunity  for  returning  to  the 
uncomfortable  subject. 

'^  I  gave  our  friend  a  hint  about  Offord 
last  night,  but    forgot  Poland.      I  am  very 
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soriy,  and  will  be  sure  to  say  a  word  to 
him  f)resently,''  said  Richard  to  Mr.  Hilton 
after  breakfast,  and  he  went  out  to  join 
Mary  as  she  strolled  about  the  lawn  with 
Peter,  who  was  reflecting  that  this  was 
really  a  very  sensible  and  entertaining 
young  woman,  who  knew  a  good  deal 
more  of  the  world  than  Edith  or  her 
sisters.  He  could  well  have  dispensed 
with  Richard's  company  just  then,  but 
Mary  turned  to  him  with  relief. 

'^  You  were  asking  about  Poland  at 
breakfast  time,''  said  Richard,  when  they 
had  taken  a  few  turns,  '^  but  I  daresay 
you  noticed  that  no  one  was  very  ready 
to  talk  about  him.  The  fact  is  there  is 
some  sort  of  misunderstanding  between 
him  and  Hilton,  and  it  is  better  to 
avoid  the  subject  altogether." 

*^  A  misunderstanding?"  said  Peter  in- 
quisitively— he      was      a      gossip      to     the 
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"backbone.  ^'I  conjecture  it  is  of  a 
somewhat  romantic  cliaracter,  I  imagined 
when  I  was  here  last  that  there  was  a 
certain  incHnation  on  the  part  of '' 

"  Oh,  we  need  not  trouble  oneself  about 
the  cause,"  interrupted  Richard,  ^^  but  I 
wanted  to  let  you  know  that  Hilton  does 
not  care  to  talk  about  him,  nor  for  the 
matter  of  that  does  any  one  else  in  the 
house.  Is  not  that  Offord  coming  across 
the  park,  Miss  Verney  ? " 

'^  I  hope  that  young  man  is  all  that 
Wedgewood  thinks  him,"  said  Peter 
solemnly;  ^'but  I  fear  that  a  few  years 
passed  amongst  a  race  like  the  Hindoos, 
remarkable  for  the  dishonesty  of  their 
principles  and  practice,  is  not  likely  to 
have  strengthened  his  morals." 

"  Oh,  his  morals,  and  principles, 
and  all  that  are  right  enough,  you 
may  be  sure;   he  is   a   capital   fellow  from 
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all  I  hear  of  him,"  answered  Richard^ 
laughing. 

^^  I  should  like  to  hear  your  opinion  of 
him,  Miss  Verney,"  said  Peter,  turning  to 
her.  ''You  have  had  more  opportunities 
of  judging  than  our  friend  here." 

''  Oh,  but  really  I  am  not  called  upon  to 
judge,"  interrupted  Mary,  who  was  getting 
very  tired  of  Peter.  ''  I  can  only  say  that  I 
believe  he  is  as  good  as  he  is  pleasant." 

''  Such  an  opinion  from  Miss  Verney  is 
indeed  convincing !  I  shall  allow  myself 
the  satisfaction  of  thinking  the  very  best 
of  the  young  man  for  the  future,"  and  then 
Peter  hurried  to  meet  Bernard  with  extended 
hand,  and  greeted  him  with  a  cordiality 
which  was  a  little  embarrassing  to  every 
one. 

Beautiful  as  was  the  weather,  and  many 
as  were  the  charms  of  Blithefield,  the  party 
assembled    there    did    not    shake    together 
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very  comfortably  and  no  one  seemed  par- 
ticularly cheerful.  Mr.  Hilton  was  much 
disturbed  about  Laura,  and  could  not  at  all 
decide  what  to  do  for  the  best.  He  honestly 
believed  that  Geoffrey  was  behaving  badly, 
and  was  trying  to  keep  up  an  underhand 
acquaintance  with  her,  either  for  the  purpose 
of  persuading  her  into  a  private  marriage 
with  the  idea  of  getting  possession  of  her 
fortune,  or  merely  by  way  of  amusement, 
without  any  serious  intention  of  coming 
forward  as  an  honourable  man  should,  and 
in  either  of  these  cases  it  was  manifestly 
her  father's  duty  to  protect  her,  even  at 
the  cost  of  giving  her  pain.  On  the  other 
hand,  Laura  had  assured  him  that,  although 
there  was  no  engagement  between  them, 
she  was  satisfied  with  things  as  they  were ; 
and  by  peremptorily  forbidding  all  future 
intercom'se  he  might  be  destroying  the 
one   chance  of  a  happy  life  for  her  which 
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her  peculiar  temperament  made  it  so  difficult 
to  secure.  He  had  in  the  heat  of  the 
moment,  when  she  refused  to  give  any 
promise  concerning  her  future  conduct, 
threatened  to  find  a  home  for  her  elsewhere, 
and  when  he  came  to  think  over  it  calmly 
he  was  disposed  to  consider  that  it  was  the 
best  thing  to  be  done,  but  yet  it  seemed 
hard  to  punish  her  for  another's  fault, 
especially  as,  in  spite  of  her  assurance 
to  the  contrary,  Geoffrey's  behaviour  must 
cause  her  at  least  uneasiness. 

Although,  when  he  was  with  her,  she 
unconsciously  irritated  him  into  sharpness 
of  speech  and  manner,  he  really  felt 
tenderly  towards  her.  She  was  obstinately 
uncontrollable,  there  was  no  doubt  about 
that ;  but  she  behaved  as  if  convinced  that 
no  other  course  was  open  to  her,  and  was 
only  waiting  for  events  to  justify  her.  For 
the  first  time   in  his  life  he  was   disposed 
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to  think  Edith  a  little  selfish  for  her  refusal 
to  interfere  in  the  matter.  Of  what  con- 
sequence was  it  if  she  had  quarrelled  with 
Geoffrey  ?  it  was  not  his  conduct  but  Laura's 
which  she  was  asked  to  find  fault  with,  and 
it  was  straining"  gratitude  and  generosity  a 
little  too  far  when  she  refused  even  to  use 
her  influence  to  persuade  her  sister  to 
obedience.  Laura's  pale  face  was  a  per- 
petual reproach,  and  although — as  he  desired 
—she  joined  the  rest  of  the  party  as  usual, 
be  could  not  help  knowing  that  in  her  own 
heart  she  considered  that  he  was  unreasonably 
hard  to  her. 

Edith  also  was  ill  at  ease.  She  felt  that 
she  had  been  cowardly  in  her  avoidance 
of  Geoffrey's  name  with  Laura  when  first 
he  came  home,  yet  she  could  not  now 
break  through  the  reserve  between  them; 
and,  after  all,  how  small  her  reason  had 
been.       Of     wliat     consequence     was     his 
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accusation?  He  had  accused  her  of  in- 
ordinate vanity,  and  of  sacrificing  every- 
thing to  it  for  the  moment,  but  what  did 
it  matter  to  her  whether  he  thought  her 
vain  or  not  ?  She  had  coveted  liis  good 
opinion,  and  would  have  valued  it,  but  he 
had  told  her  that  she  had  not  gained  it, 
and  had  only  thrown  over  him  a  passing 
glamour,  which,  while  he  felt  it,  he  despised. 
It  might  be  that  he  was  really  what  she 
imagined — wiser  and  more  deep-thinking 
than  others — but  he  would  give  her  no  sliare 
in  his  thoughts,  and  she  would  banish  him 
from  her  owti. 

But  besides  all  this  difficulty  about  Laura 
she  felt  her  own  position  an  uncomfortable 
one.  She  had  scarcely  noticed,  when  they 
were  alone,  that  Bernard,  altiiough  perfectly 
unobtrusive  in  his  manner,  claimed  nearly 
all  her  attention,  but  now  she  found  that 
when  she  wanted  to  talk  to  Peter  or  Eichard 
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she  had  to  leave  him  with  or  without  an 
excuse,  and  this  was  not  quite  the  freedom 
she  had  expected.  Nor  was  she  too  much 
absorbed  by  her  own  vexations  to  notice 
and  be  annoyed  by  the  uncomfortable 
position  in  which  she  saw  that  Mary  was 
placed,  although  she  said  nothing  about  it. 
Perhaps  but  for  Erica's  laughing  remark 
about  Richard  Allen,  Edith  would  scarcely 
have  noticed  how  anxiously  he  sought 
Alary's  society,  but  she  did  see  it  now, 
and  also  that  Peter  was  perpetually  thrusting 
himself  between  them  and  teasing  her  with 
compliments  which,  only  her  respect  for 
Mr.  Hilton  and  her  place  as  his  guest,  made 
her  receive  with  civility.  Not  knowing  that 
Peter  had  been  told  of  Bernard's  position, 
and  fearing  to  draw  upon  herself  a  renewal 
of  attentions  which  much  annoyed  her, 
Edith  scarcely  saw  how  it  was  possible  for 
her   to   interfere,    and   her   father   was   not 
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in  sufficiently  good  spirits  to  bear  much  of 
Peter's  society  or  in  any  way  to  be  worried 
about  tlie  matter. 

But  although  she  showed  little  outward 
sign  of  it,  Laura  was  the  one  who  really 
suffered  most  fi^om  anxiety.  Her  father  had 
told  her  that  unless  she  gave  him  a  promise 
that  she  would  have  nothing  more  to  do 
with  Geoffrey  without  asking  his  consent, 
that  he  should  send  her  to  live  away  from 
home,  and  she  was  astonished  to  find  with 
what  almost  despairing  pain  she  anticipated 
such  a  change.  A  few  months  ago  she 
would  have  thought  of  it  with  indifference, 
she  was  unhappy  at  home,  and  would 
probably  be  the  same  anywhere  else,  but 
now  it  was  so  different !  The  blue  study 
was  tlie  dearest  place  in  the  world  to  her, 
the  Look-out  the  most  beautiful  spot  upon 
earth,  and  that  she  shoulil  be  torn  from 
them,  whatever  her  fault,  seemed  a  tyranny 
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and  injustice  against  w^hicli  her  whole  mind 
rebelled. 

She  had  no  reason  to  suppose — indeed,  it 
was  most  unlikely — that  Geo&ey  would  try 
again  to  communicate  with  her  privately ; 
it  was  only  under  the  pressure  of  difficulties 
that  he  had  done  so  before,  and  he  had 
a.sked  her  forgiveness  for  the  necessity ;  but 
if  an  occasion  should  arise  again  she  would 
give  no  promise  that  she  would  not  take 
advantage  of  it.  Nor  was  it  possible  for 
her  to  explain  the  circumstances.  Geoffrey 
told  her  in  his  letter  that  he  was  coming 
back  to  ask  her  to  be  his  wife,  but  he  had 
not  done  so  yet ;  he  had  told  her  that  she 
was  the  only  woman  he  should  ever  wish 
to  marry,  in  spite  of  the  passing  fancy 
which  had  come  between  them  ;  but  although 
she  clearly  understood  it  all  herself  she  was 
not  at  liberty  to  explain,  even  if  ^he  had 
Avished.     With  all  her  heart  she  rejoiced  that 
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he  had  told  Ler  the  truth  ;  it  had  hurt  her, 
but  there  could  be  no  secret  between  them 
when  they  met  now,  and  when  he  came 
for  her  she  would  go  with  him,  leaving 
father,  sisters,  and  home  for  the  sake  of 
the  only  person  in  the  world  who  loved  her. 
She  did  not  understand  her  father's  oppo- 
sition, but  she  supposed  that  it  must  arise 
from  an  unconquerable  dislike  to  a  man 
whose  character  was  a  puzzle  to  him,  and 
who  had  certainly  taken  no  pains  to  con- 
ciliate him,  and  she  supposed  that  he  would 
make  great  difficulty  about  their  marriage ; 
but  when  Geoffrey  said  "  come,"  she  would 
go,  for  she  knew  that  he  would  not  come 
back  to  her  until  she  might  believe  in  him 
and  trust  him  completely. 
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CHAPTER      XIJ. 

DIFFERENT    VIEWS. 

"  I  EXPECT  the  architect  to-day,  to  give  his 
opinion  about  my  tumble-down  mansion, 
and  it  would  be  a  charity  if  some,  or  all, 
of  my  friends  here  would  come  over  and 
hear  his  report  and  make  suggestions," 
said  Bernard  Oferd,  appearing  at  the 
Blithefield  breakfast-table  one  morning ; 
and  Mr.  Hilton  answered  cordially — 

^^Oh,  yes,  Offord,  we  will  all  come;  we 
have  nothing  very  pressing  to  do  to-day." 

But  when  Bernard  looked  at  Edith  he 
saw  that  she  was  unwilling.  However, 
it  was  agreed  that  some  of  the  party  should 
appear,  leaving  it  uncertain  which  it  should 
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be;  but  Peter  put  himself  forward^,  and 
expressed  the  pleasure  he  should  feel  in 
'Viewing  tlie  crumbling  relic  of  antiquity 
previous  to  its  demolition." 

' '  I  am  afraid  one  can  scarcely  say  much 
about  its  antiquity,"  said  Bernard  laughing. 
*'If  it  can  count  a  hundred  birthdays  it  is 
as  much  as  we  can  give  it  credit  for;  but 
there  is  something  curious  in  seeing  a 
building  so  massive,  and  apparently  in- 
destructible, falling  into  ruin.  No  doubt, 
neglect  had  something  to  do  with  it;  for 
I  fancy  that  a  certain  amount  of  repairs 
would  have  kept  it  together  much  longer." 

^^  It  was  built  all  wrong  from  the  first," 
said  Mr.  Hilton.  ^^Even  Edith  here  can 
tell  you  that  those  great  slabs,  which  make 
such  a  good  show,  are  put  the  wrong  way 
up  for  resisting  the  weather.*' 

^^Live  and  learn!"  said  Bernard,  "I 
had  no  idea  you  were  a  geologist,  Edith." 
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^^  Indeed,  it  is  the  one  subject  in  which 
I  am  well  grounded ;  I  have  been  familiar 
with   ^  formations '   since  my  babyhood.'^ 

'-'- 1  am  glad  to  hear,  my  dear  cousin, 
that  you  have  given  your  mind  to  such 
solid  studies,"  interrupted  Peter.  ^^  I  had 
imagined  that " 

'^  That  my  mind  had'  been  wholly  given 
to — croquet  ? — which  I  suppose  was  the 
favomite  amusement  of  my  youth.  But 
now,  Mary,  we  have  sat  a  long  time  over 
breakfast  to-day,  and  the  garden  looks 
tempting."  And  she  led  the  way  through 
the  open  window  down  to  the  lawn, 
followed  by  Richard  and  Bernard. 

'^I  am  afraid  you  do  not  care  to  come 
to  Off  or  d  to-day,  Edith,"  said  Bernard, 
when  they  had  strolled  out  of  hearing. 

^^  No,  I  think  I  will  not  come  this  time," 
she  answered. 

"For  any  reason  you  will  tell  me?" 
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^^I  daresay  you  guess  the  reason, 
Bernard." 

^^  Perhaps  I  do,  but  I  may  be  wrong. 
I  think  you  are  afraid  of  my  showing  too 
plainly  how  much  I  care  for  your  opinion, 
and  you  have  scruples  about  influencing 
me  in  the  matter.  Is  that  what  it  is, 
Edith  ?  " 

^^Yes,  it  is  chiefly  that." 

''  But  you  need  have  no  scruple,  for  if 
you  tell  me  some  day  that  I  must  always 
live  at  Offord,  it  would  give  me  pleasure 
to  think  that  I  have  done  what  you  think 
best  about  it,  although  it  can  never  be 
of  much  importance  to  me  what  the  house 
is  like.  I  mean  to  do  the  very  best  I 
can  for  the  land  and  for  the  people ;  but  it 
is  no  way  my  duty,  that  I  can  see,  to  build 
or  rebuild  an  expensive  house  which  would 
be  a  burden  on  the  estate." 

^'  I    quite  agree   with    that,    and    I  may 
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-say  so  to  you,  when  I  should  be  foolish 
to  say  it,  before  all  the  others ;  but  father 
likes  me  to  give  my  opinion  plainly,  and 
is  so  certain  to  ask  for  it,  that  I  should 
be  put  in  a  wrong  position.  I  want  to  come, 
you  know,  Bernard,  for  I  am  so  interested 
about  it  all;  but  I  had  better  stay  at 
home." 

''And  I  entirely  disagree.  You  know 
that  your  coming  will  please  your  father 
and — me;  besides  it  will  save  me  the 
task  of  telling  you  all  about  it  after- 
wards." 

''  And  what  shall  you  do  if  I  dictate, 
and  take  the  whole  matter  out  of  your 
Lands?" 

''  Of  course  that  is  just  what  I  want,  and 
you  will  come  ?  " 

''  I  do  not  know — perhaps.  It  is  a  great 
temptation  to  go  and  explain  to  the  archi- 
tect   the    ffeoloD-ical     failino^s    in    the     old 
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building,    which,  of    course,    I    understand 
much  better  than  he." 

^^  Well,  my  darling — I  mean — Edith,  no 
doubt  you  do,  and  at  any  rate  you  can  teach 
me  all  about  it,  for  I  am  profoundly 
ignorant." 

'^  0,  Bernard,  there  is  that  uncomfortable 
Peter  going  to  inflict  himself  upon  Mary  and 
Richard  again !  I  wish  you  would  call  him 
off,"  exclaimed  Edith,  not  altogether  sorry 
to  be  interrupted,  and  he  obeyed,  but  not 
without  a  protest  against  such  self-sacrifice. 

''  Shall  you  go  to  Offord  this  morning, 
Miss  Verney  ? "  asked  Richard,  as  they 
strolled  about  under  the  shade  of  the  beech- 
trees. 

'^  Yes,  I  think  so.  I  am  fond  of  looking 
over  the  old  place,  and  it  will  be  interesting 
to  hear  the  architect's  opinion." 

"  I  am  not  going,"  said  Richard,  shortly. 

''Are  you  not?     What  a  pity!    and   you 
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were  sapng  last  night  that  you  had  never 
been  over  it  all." 

'^  Well,  to  tell  you  the  truth,  I  don't  care 
to  go  with  Peter,  he  makes  himself  such  a 
nuisance,  hanging  on  to  people  so  that  one 
can't  get  in  a  word,  that  I  may  just  as  well 
stop  at  home." 

^'And  leave  the  whole  benefit  of  him  to 
me?"  said  Mary,  smiling. 

'^  That  is  just  it ;  he  is  certain  to  stick  so 
close  to  you  that  no  one  else  can  get  a 
chance,  and  I  confess  it  gets  beyond  my 
patience." 

''  But  there  are  one  or  two  things  I  should 
like  to  show  you,  and  he  will  be  so  occupied 
in  instructing  the  architect  that  he  will 
have  no  time  for  us." 

^^If  we  could  start  just  a  little  before 
the  others,  I  know  such  a  jolly  path 
through  the  wood  if  you  will  come." 

^^  Too    narrow,    perhaps,   for    our    portly 
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friend  to  follow ;  yes,  I  shoulcl  like  to  go  a 
new  way,  and  will  be  ready  in  good  time." 

On  this  occasion  Laura  was  left  in  the 
blue  study  undisturbed.  She  stood  at  the 
window  watching  them  start,  wondering 
until  the  last  moment  whether  they  would 
call  for  her,  and  feeling  what  she  told  herself 
was  a  foolish  vexation  at  being  left  out  this 
time.  But  about  an  hour  after  they  had 
gone  Mrs.  Bonar  drove  over  in  her  pony 
carriage,  and  was  not  altogether  sorry  to 
see  Laura  alone. 

^'  AVhen  you  have  given  me  some  luncheon 
I  propose  that  we  should  stroll  over  to  Offord 
and  meet  the  others,"  she  said ;  and  Laura 
was  pleased  with  the  idea,  and  as  she  got  on 
better  with  Janet  than  with  her  other  sisters, 
she  was  really  glad  to  be  with  her. 

After  they  had  discussed  the  coming  visit 
to  Folkestone,  and  otiier  matters,  Laura 
resolved  to  break  through  her  usual  reserve 
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and  say  a  few  words  to  her  sister  about 
Geoffrey,  for  nothing  more  had  passed  be- 
tween her  and  her  father — indeed,  he  seemed 
to  have  forgotten  the  matter  altogether, 
and  her  anxiety  to  know  what  he  intended 
to   do  was  becoming  intolerable. 

^^  Janet,  has  father  spoken  or  written  to 
you  about  me  in  the  last  few  days  ?  "  she 
asked,  abruptly. 

^^No,  I  have  not  seen  him  or  heard  from 
him  since  that  day  when  it  was  settled  that 
you  were  to  go  with  us." 

^^You  are  being  very  kind  to  me  now, 
Janet,  and  I  am  going  to  ask  you  to  do 
something  more — I  want  yoa  to  ask  him 
if  he  means  to  let  me  come  home  again 
after  I  have  left  you." 

^'  Let  you  come  home  again  ?  Why  what 
else  should  you  do  ?  " 

^'  I  daresay  he  will  tell  you  all  about  it, 
but  I  would  rather  say  something  first.     He 


DIFFERENT   VIEWS.  179 

said  he  should  not  let  me  live  at  home  any 
more  unless  I  promised  that — that  I  would 
not  have  anything  to  do  with  Greo&ey 
Poland  without  telling  him  first,  and  I 
cannot  promise  that,  Janet !  " 

^^I  do  not  understand;  you  must  tell  me 
a  little  more,"  said  Janet  gently. 

^'  It  is  so  difficult!  indeed,  I  can  tell  you 
very  little;  but  before  Geoffrey  went 
abroad  he  came  to  the  house  one  evening 
when  we  were  all  at  dinner,  and  left  some 
books  for  me  and  wrote  me  a  letter,  and 
father  came  to  know  of  it — I  had  to  tell 
him,  and  he  was  very  angry,  and  said  I 
should  not  live  at  home  unless  I  promised 
not  to  hear  from  him  again  without  his 
consent,  and  I  shall  never  give  that  promise." 

'^  But,  my  dear,  it  all  sounds  very  wrong  ! 
If  Mr.  Poland  really  wants  to  see  you  and 
write  to  you,  why  does  he  not  come  forward 
and  say  so  ?  " 
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*^  That  is  just  what  I  cannot  tell  you;  he 
has  told  me  his  reason  and  I  am  satisfied. 
Why  cannot  father  leave  us  alone  ?  " 

*^You  cannot  expect  me  to  sympathise 
with  you  in  that,  Laura !  " 

'^  Of  course  I  cannot,  for  it  has  all  been 
so  different  with  you.  [  have  always  gone 
my  own  way,  and  no  one  has  cared  much 
whether  it  was  a  good  or  bad  one,  or  has 
thought  it  of  any  consequence  until  just 
now,  when  it  7S  of  the  greatest  consequence 
to  me,  father  for  the  first  time  judges  for 
me,  and  interferes  with  my  only  happiness.' ' 

''  It  does  seem  hard,  I  own,"  answered 
Janet ;  ^^  but  you  know  that  this  is  the  first 
thing  of  importance  that  has  happened  in 
your  life,  and  father  is  bound  to  take  care 
of  you." 

'^And  protect  me  from  the  extreme 
danger  of  getting  a  letter  now  and  then 
from  a  person  with  whom  I  was  allowed  to 
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spend   liours    of    every    day,"    said    Laura 
scornfully. 

*'  You  must  not  be  vexed  with  me,  Laura ; 
but  of  course  father  would  not  have  allowed 
that  if  he  had  not  supposed — well  it  must 
be  said — that  Mr.  Poland  would  have  told 
him  before  he  left  that  he  wished  for  your 
society,  not  only  for  a  week  or  two,  but  for 
always." 

Laura's  face  flushed,  and  she  smiled  a 
little  to  herself. 

He  did  wish  that,  she  knew,  but  she 
could  not  say  so  until  he  should  say  it  too. 

**  And  you  know,"  Janet  went  on,  "  it 
was  undoubtedly  very  wrong  for  him  to 
come  here  secretly." 

'^  But  he  had  no  choice!"  urged  Laura. 
"  He  could  not  go  away  without  a  word  to 
me,  and  father  would  not  let  me  have  letters 
by  post,  and  he  did  not  even  try  to  see  me . 
But  Janet,  I  do  not  want  to  talk  about  it,  for 
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I  can  explain  nothing ;  but  I  do  want  you 
to  find  out  from  father  whether  he  means  to 
let  me  come  home  again." 

^'  Should  you  be  very  sorry  to  leave 
Blithefield,  Laura  ?  " 

^^  It  would  break  my  heart !  "  cried  Laura 
passionately.  '''  He  would  have  no  right  to 
send  me  away !  If  I  have  done  wrong  he 
has  driven  me  to  it ;  and  after  all  what 
have  I  done  ?  " 

''  My  dear,  I  do  not  properly  know  about 
it  all,  but  I  am  afraid  you  have  set  up  your 
judgment  against  father's  many  times  lately, 
and  have  made  him  ano^rv  ;  but  I  believe  it 
would  be  all  right  now  if  you  would  give 
him  this  promise  that  he  asks  for." 

^^  But  I  cannot;  and  why  should  he  ask 
it  from  me  ?  I  have  told  him  that  I  know 
what  is  in  Geoffrey's  mind,  and  am  satisfied. 
Why  can  he  not  trust  me  ?  " 

"  But  that  is  not  the  way  that  a  father 
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should  take  care  of  his  young  daughter, 
Laura.  You  are  not  twenty  yet,  and  you 
know  nothing  of  the  world !  If  Mr.  Poland 
is  really  right-minded  he  ought  to  come 
forward  and  speak  openly  to  father,  but 
until  he  does  that  you  are  bound  to  promise 
that  you  will  have  no  private  communication 
with  him." 

^^I  will  never  promise  that,'' said  Laura 
obstinately.  ^'If  he  writes  to  me  I  will 
read  his  letters  ;  if  he  comes  I  will  see  him. 
But  he  can  do  neither  the  one  nor  the  other 
now,  for  he  has  gone  away.  If  father  says 
I  am  to  leave  home  I  must,  but  it  will  be  a 
cruel  tyranny." 

**  Laura,  yom^  heart  is  very  hard  towards 
father !  Do  you  not  think  that  he  as  well 
as  you  may  be  grieved  about  all  this  ?  " 

*'  I  do  not  know.  If  he  would  trust  me, 
there  would  be  nothing  to  trouble  him ;  and, 
Janet,  he  might  well   trust    to    me   and  to 
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Geoffrey.  It  is  only  because  I  am  not  like 
the  rest  of  you  that  he  thinks  me  wrong, 
but  that  is  too  old  a  grievance  to  be  worth 
talking  about,  and  I  think  I  hear  their  voices 
in  the  distance,  but  I  do  want  you  to  say 
that  you  will  ask  father  if  I  may  come 
home  again." 

^^Yes;  certainly  I  will  do  that,"  said 
Janet,  quietly  and  sadly,  ''  but,  although 
with  all  my  heart  I  am  sorry  for  you, 
Laura,  I  think  you  are  very  wrong  towards 
father." 

^^  I  cannot  help  it ;  indeed,  I  cannot ! " 
said  Laura  earnestly,  and  there  was  no  time 
for  saying  more,  for  at  that  moment  the 
party  returning  from  Offord  came  through 
the  gate  of  the  boundary  fence  in  front  of 
them. 
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^i   ATI    rk-n-na  " 


AT    ODDS.' 

The  visit  to  Offord  had  not  been  a  success, 
and  Bernard  scarcely  knew  whether  or  no 
he  was  to  blame  for  it.  It  seemed  to  him 
that  the  whole  party  was  out  of  sorts  to 
begin  with.  Edith  and  her  father  were 
depressed,  Erica  unusually  silent,  and  Mary, 
evidently  irritated  by  the  persistency  with 
which  Peter  sought  her  out,  had  made  it 
almost  impossible  for  her  without  incivility 
to  speak  more  than  a  word  or  two  to  any 
one  else. 

The  pleasant  stroll  through  the  wood, 
which  Richard  had  planned  with  her,  had 
come    to    nothing ;     for     Mr.    Hilton    had 
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detained  him  until  the  last  moment,  and 
when  they  all  started  together,  Peter  planted 
himself  beside  her  and  would  not  be 
displaced. 

Mr.  Gay,  the  architect,  was  worried  by 
the  varied  opinions  with  which  he  was 
expected  to  agree,  and  was  obliged  to  take 
refuge  in  a  dogmatic  statement  of  his  own 
views,  which  pleased  no  one,  and  which, 
when  he  was  alone  with  Bernard,  he  took 
trouble  to  explain  were  extorted  from  him 
by  necessity,  and  while  good  in  themselves, 
might  well  be  modified. 

^^  The  expense  of  restoring  the  whole  build- 
ing would  be  enormous, '^  he  said.  ^'  There 
is  scarcely  a  foot  of  the  walls  that  is  sound, 
except  on  the  south-east  side,  where  it  has 
been  sheltered  from  the  weather.  My 
advice  would  be  to  have  that  part  thoroughly 
repaired  before  winter  sets  in,  and  to 
leave   the  rest  until   the  spring,  when  you 
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will  be  able  to  judge  better  of  the  strength 
of  the  building.  From  what  you  tell  me, 
no  one  has  paid  much  attention  to  it  for 
years  jjast,  so  we  can  scarcely  tell  how 
gradual  its  decay  may  have  been,  and  it 
would  be  a  pity  to  pull  it  down  before 
it  is  necessary,  especially  as  you  have  no- 
where to  store  the  valuable  old  furniture. '^ 

This  suited  Bernard's  views  very  well, 
he  had  little  doubt  that  by  the  time  the 
spring  came  he  should  have  a  tolerably 
clear  idea  of  what  Edith  would  say  to  him, 
and  without  pressing  her  for  an  answer 
before  the  appointed  time,  he  should  know 
whether  or  not  the  rest  of  his  life  was  to  be 
spent  at  Offord. 

He  was  obliged  to  leave  the  Blithefield 
party  to  go  home  by  themselves,  promising 
to  bring  Mr.  Gay  with  him  to  dinner  at 
seven  o'clock,  but  he  contrived  to  get 
a  few  words   aside   with  Edith,  and  found 
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that  she  seemed  so  disinclined  to  give  an 
opinion  about  the  house,  that  he  felt  dis- 
heartened, and  disposed  to  say  that  it  would 
be  all  the  same  to  him  if  the  whole  place 
crumbled  into  ruins,  but  noticing  his 
vexation,  she  hastened  to  assure  him  that 
she  should  be  delighted  to  talk  the  whole 
matter  over  quietly  with  him,  but  in  the 
midst  of  so  many  conflicting  opinions,  she 
scarcely  cared  to  raise  her  voice.  Then 
she  put  her  hand  inside  her  father's  arm, 
while  Peter  walked  beside  Mary,  and 
Kichard  was  obliged  to  content  himself  as 
best  he  might  with  Erica's  chatter. 

It  was  a  relief  to  them  all  when  Janet 
and  Laura  came  to  meet  them,  and  as  they 
stood  together  for  a  minute,  Mary,  seeing 
that  Richard's  temper  was  ruffled,  suggested 
that  he  should  now  show  her  the  new 
way  he  had  spoken  of  in  the  morning, 
but  unable  to  recover  himself  in  a  moment, 
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he  answered  with  a  show  of  carelessness, 
that  he  was  sorry,  but  they  had  long 
passed  the  turning,  and  must  content  them- 
selves now  with  following  the  common 
path;  and  Mary  could  do  nothing  better 
than  take  refuge  with  Laura,  begging  her, 
in  a  hurried  whisper,  not  to  leave  her  with 
Peter,  who  was  already  calling  her  to  look 
at  some  fern  or  flower  which  he  represented 
as  unusual. 

Laura,  awakening  to  a  consciousness  of 
Mary's  perplexities,  was  interested,  and 
put  herself  between  them  where  the  path 
was  narrow,  and  he  tried  to  insist  on  Miss 
Verney's  keeping  close  beside  him,  for  fear 
a  bramble  might  catch  in  her  hair. 

Janet  walked  with  her  father,  and 
detaining  him  a  little,  until  out  of  earshot 
of  the  others,  she  began  to  speak  to  him  of 
Laura.  But  he  was  tired,  or  impatient, 
or  in  some  way  indisposed  to  be  indulgent, 
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and  she  found  that  she  had  done  rather 
harm  than  good  by  her  interference. 

^^Now,  my  dear  Janet,"  he  said;  *4f 
you  are  going  to  uphold  the  child  in  dis- 
obedience, and  make  her  think  herself 
ill-used,  I  must  of  course  refuse  to  let  her 
go  with  you." 

^^  Nothing  was  further  from  my  thoughts, 
father,  but  she  has  such  a  dread  of  being 
sent  away  from  home,  that  I  am  anxious 
she  should  not  be  kept  in  suspense 
about  it." 

'^  Well  I  T  have  not  made  up  my  mind 
on  the  subject,  I  must  consider  over  it 
further,"  answered  Mr.  Hilton,  who  was 
not  at  all  inclined  to  be  dictated  to.  '^  She 
must  very  distinctly  understand  that  I 
mean  to  be  obeyed,  and  while  I  have 
no  wish  to  be  hard  upon  her  in  any  way, 
I  shall  not  allow  my  authority  to  be 
disputed." 
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'^  But  you  will  let  her  come  back  after 
we  leave  Folkestone,  father?" 

^^  Oh,  yes;  I  shall  let  her  do  that, 
of  course,  but  how  long  she  remains 
here  will  entirely  depend  upon  her 
conduct." 

And  Janet  was  obliged  to  be  content 
with  such  poor  comfort  as  she  could  take 
to  Laura,  fearing  that  a  contest  between 
two  such  strong  wills  could  never  come  to 
a  satisfactory  ending. 

The  next  morning  Mary,  wishing  to  do 
Laura  a  kindness,  handed  her  a  letter 
across  the  breakfast  table  saying — 

'^  There  is  a  message  for  you  from 
Aunt  Sarah,  and  you  may  as  well  read 
the  whole  letter." 

^'  Give  my  love  to  Laura,  and  tell  her 
I  am  glad  she  is  going  with  Janet,  she 
shuts  herself  up  too  much  at  home,  and 
the   sea   breezes   of   Folkestone   will  put   a 
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new  life  into  her,  but  she  must  be  careful 
at  first  about  sea  bathing." 

So  wrote  Mrs.  Mathewson,  and  Mary- 
thought  the  message  a  sufficient  excuse 
for  giving  Laura  an  opportunity  of 
reading  all  that  her  aunt  could  tell  of 
Geoffrey's  plans  and  movements.  She 
knew  very  little,  but  even  a  word  or 
two  might  be  better  than  nothing,  and 
Mary  felt  pitiful  over  these  uncomfortable 
lovers. 

Laura  read  it  through  with  care,  but 
without  a  change  of  countenance,  it  was 
better  than  nothing,  and  yet  she  almost 
wished  that  Mary  had  not  shown  it  to 
her. 

''  Thank  you  for  letting  me  read  it," 
she  said  quietly.  ^'I  suppose  you  will 
show  it  to  father."  And  Mary  did  so 
rather  unwillingly,  but  she  respected  her 
anxiety   to    avoid    any    approach    to    con- 
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cealment      from      him     which      could      be 
avoided. 

Mr.  Hilton  read  the  letter  in  silence, 
but  he  appreciated  Laura's  motive,  and 
hoped  that  his  judicious  severity  was 
bringing  her  to  reason. 

Richard  and  Peter  were  expected  to  start 
for  Scotland  the  next  day,  but  soon  after 
breakfast  Peter,  with  a  very  important 
face,  followed  Richard  into  the  garden, 
and  proceeded  to  inform  him  that  he  had 
changed  his  plans. 

^^  There  are  some  circumstances  you 
know,  my  dear  Allen,  in  which  a  man 
may  be  excused  for  altering  his  mind, 
and  I  hold  that  it  is  so  in  the  present 
instance  ;  nor  would  you,  I  am  afraid, 
find  me  an  agreeable  companion  while 
my  mind  is  so  much  occupied  with  other 
thoughts,  but  I  think,  in  justice  to  my- 
self, I  must  confide  my  reasons  to  you." 

VOL.  n.  o 
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^^  Oh,  no  ;  pray  do  nothing  of  the  kind !  " 
exclaimed  Richard  hastily,  with  disgusted 
anticipation  of  what  was  coming. 

^*  But,  my  dear  friend,  I  really  must 
exonerate  myself  from  what  must  seem 
like  mere  caprice.  I  daresay  you  may 
have  conjectured  that  I  should  be  thinking 
of  settling  down  in  life,  but  it  is  only 
lately  that  I  have  been  fortunate  enough 
to  come  across  a  fitting  help-meet,  but 
now  I  propose  without  hesitation,  although 
after  a  little  delay  which  seems  to  me 
advisable,  to  request  Miss  Verney  to  do 
me  the  honour  of  accepting  my  hand." 

'^I  suppose  you  have  no  doubt  of  what 
her  answer  will  be  "^^ "  said  Richard  with 
scorn  and  rage,  which  Peter  was  too  self- 
complacent  to  detect. 

^^  Well,  I  confess  I  feel  tolerably  hopeful. 
We  have  had  a  great  deal  of  conversation 
of     late,      and     many     opportunities      for 
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becoming  acquainted,  and  I  believe  her 
to  be  a  young  woman  of  sound  good 
sense  and  principle." 

Richard  could  stand  no  more,  but  turned 
abruptly  away,  without  attempting  an 
excuse  to  the  astonished  Peter,  and 
striking  into  the  woods,  walked  on  for  a 
long  way  scarcely  knowing  where  he 
went,  muttering  execrations  on  ^'  the 
pompous  fool"  with  his  '^unbounded 
assurance,"  who  interfered  with  everything 
and  had  spoiled  his  holiday.  It  was  too 
disgusting  to  think  of  his  raising  his 
eyes  to  Miss  Verney,  although,  of  course, 
no  one  could  doubt  for  a  moment  what 
her  answer  would  be,  but  he  could  not 
linger  on  and  watch  this  detestable 
courtship,  nor  could  he  at  j^i'esent  speak 
of  his  own  hopes,  which  had  grown  very 
precious,  after  Peter's  intentions  had  been 
confided  to  him.     No,  he  must  go  away  the 
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next  day,  leaving  his  rival  in  possession 
of  the  field,  but  he  would  not  insult  Mary 
by  a  moment's  fear  that  she  would  hesitate 
to  dismiss  him  as  soon  as  she  understood 
that  his  compliments  and  attentions  had 
any  meaning  in  them.  And  after  all  there 
was  nothing  to  make  much  of  a  fuss  about. 
His  lips  were  sealed  for  the  present,  and 
he  must  submit  to  be  banished  for  awhile, 
but  he  could  soon  come  back  again,  and 
although  his  holiday  would  be  nearly  over, 
he  could  at  any  tipie  be  sure  of  a  welcome 
at  Blithefield  when  he  could  manage  to  run 
down  for  a  day  or  two. 

So,  after  smoking  a  couple  of  pipes,  he 
strolled  back,  assuring  himself  that  matters 
might  have  been  a  great  deal  worse,  and 
only  fearing  that  if  Peter's  attentions 
became  too  complacent  and  obtrusive  he 
should  scarcely  be  able  to  refrain  from 
'^kicking  him." 
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When  he  had  nearly  reached  the  house 
he  came  across  Mr.  Hilton,  wandering  about, 
looking  disconsolate. 

^•Iwas  just  wishing  I  could  come  across 
you,  Allen,"  he  said,  ^'  for  I  am  more  than 
a  little  perplexed,  and  find  myself  in  a 
position  I  never  bargained  for ;  it  is  bad 
enough  to  manage  for  one's  own  girls,  but 
a  little  too  much  to  be  called  upon  to  act 
as  father  to  others'." 

'^  What  has  gone  wrong?  and  who  is 
the  ofi"ender  ?  "  asked  Richard ;  but  he  knew 
what  it  was  all  about. 

^^  Well,  you  see,  I  feel  I  may  speak  to 
you,  because  Peter  told  me  he  had  done 
so.  He  wishes  to  pay  his  addi^esses  to 
Miss  Verney,  and  although,  of  course,  he  is 
rather  old  for  her,  I  suppose  it  would  be  a 
desirable  thing." 

^'  Good  heavens  !  you  cannot  seriously  say 
anything  so  horrible  ! "  exclaimed  Hichard. 
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'^  The  idea  of  his  daring  to  think  of  her,  a 
hideous  old  fool  like  that !  with  his  pompous 
manners,  and  a  mind  so  narrow  it  is  scarcelv 
worth  recognising !  " 

'*  Come,  come,  E-ichard !  you  are  rather 
too  hard  on  Peter.  We  know  he  is  not 
over  wise,  but  he  has  a  good  heart,  and 
every  one  feels  kindly  towards  him.  He 
seems  honestly  attached  to  Miss  Verney, 
and  I  should  imagine  she  is  a  sensible  girl, 
without  any  immoderate  romance  about  her. 
If  she  thought  she  could  put  up  with  his 
odd  ways  for  the  sake  of  his  kindly  nature, 
I  think  she  might  do  worse." 

''  Surely,  Hilton,  you  cannot  mean  what 
you  say  !  " 

^'I  do,  indeed!  Peter  has  a  sufficient 
income  to  keep  them  in  comfort,  and  she 
would  bring  something  towards  expenses  ; 
she  has  no  home,  and  he  is  prepared  to  give 
her  one  that  she  need  not  despise,  although 
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it  would  not  be  luxurious.  She  is  a  good 
bit  older  than  Edith,  and  he  is — well — ten 
years  younger  than  I  am.  If  she  thinks 
she  can  like  him  I  am  disposed  to  o:ffer  my 
good  wishes." 

Richard  would  have  liked  to  shout  out 
his  anger  and  knock  some  one  down,  but  he 
was  forced  to  restrain  himself.  He  should 
only  do  harm  by  betraying  his  own  secret 
just  then ;  and  was  it  not  just  barely  possible 
that  by  so  doing  he  should  be  standing  in 
her  way  ?  She  had  been  very  pleasant 
with  him,  gentle,  and  sympathetic,  and 
altogether  what  he  liked  to  call  ^^  womanly," 
but  it  could  not  be  denied  that  she  had 
also  been  good  to  Peter,  and  it  might  be 
that  she  would  feel  it  wise  to  constrain 
herself  to  accept  the  kind  heart  and 
comfortable  home  of  which  Mr.  Hilton 
thought  so  much.  So  he  forced  himself  to 
say,  after  a  few  moments'  silence — 
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^^  You  are  disposed  to  favour  the  match, 
then,  Hilton  ?  and  do  not  think  that  Miss 
Verney  would  be  throwing  herself  away  ?" 

^'  I  can't  quite  say  that,  and  of  course  I 
have  really  no  voice  in  the  matter,  she  is 
only  under  my  charge  for  a  time  ;  but  if  she 
should  hesitate  and  come  to  me  for  advice  I 
should  feel  bound  to  represent  Peter  in  the 
best  light  I  could,  and  I  don't  suppose  Mrs. 
Mathewson  could  stand  in  the  way." 

^'  I  think  you  will  be  doing  Miss  Verney 
a  cruel  wrong  if  you  do  not  save  her  from 
such  a  degrading  marriage ! "  exclaimed 
Richard  vehemently,  unable  to  keep  his  wise 
resolutions ;  but  seeing  that  Mr.  Hilton 
looked  at  him  curiously,  he  tried  to  explain 
away  his  excitement. 

^'  Of  course,  you  see — to  me  Peter  seems 
an  elderly  man,  without  much  to  recom- 
mend him,  and  I  think  Miss  Verney  might 
do  better.'* 
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^*  Yes,  perhaps ;  but  thank  heaven  it  is 
not  for  me  to  decide.  I  can  only  make  up 
my  mind  on  which  side  I  ought  to  weigh 
down  the  balance,  if  they  do  me  the  honour 
of  asking  my  opinion,  and  of  course  I  could 
not  refuse  to  let  Peter  remain  here  for  a  day 
or  two  and  try  his  chance." 

'^  But  it  is  a  terrible  thing  for  a  girl  to 
sacrifice  herself  for  the  sake  of  a  home, 
especially  to  a  man  like  that !  Do  recon- 
sider your  opinion  Hilton,"  said  Richard 
earnestly. 

''  Well,  yes  !  I  think  I  will,"  answered 
Mr.  Hilton,  again  looking  at  him  with  watch- 
ful interest ;  and  then  Erica  ran  out  to  tell 
them  that  the  bell  had  rung  long  ago,  and 
that  every  one  was  tired  of  waiting  for 
luncheon. 
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CHAPTER   XIV. 

FLIGHT. 

^^  Do  you  ever  give  an  invitation  to  the  blue 
study,  Laura?"  asked  Ricliard,  following  her 
into  the  hall  after  luncheon. 

'^  I  have  never  done  it  yet,  but  I  should 
like  to  ask  you,"  she  answered,  smiling  at 
him,  for  she  had  not  forgotten  his  kindness 
when  Geoffrey  was  hui't ;  and  although  they 
spoke  few  words  to  each  other  in  the  day, 
each  was  interested  in  the  other. 

'^  It  seems  a  haven  of  refuge  at  present," 
he  said,  with  an  air  of  weariness ;  and  Laura, 
who  had  been  watchful  and  understood  more 
than  he  imagined,  led  the  way  in  silence. 

*^Well!      I    think     you    have    got    the 
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pleasantest  room  in  the  house,"  he  said, 
throwing  himself  back  comfortably  in  a 
chair,  which  he  felt  sure  was  not  the  one 
Geoffrey  had  preferred. 

'^  Yes,  I  think  so  too  ;  but  it  is  such  a 
little  room  that  no  one  has  much  cared  to 
use  it,  and  I  do  not  think  I  need  feel  over- 
burdened with  the  favour  of  having  it  for 
my  own." 

^*  Certainly  not,  but  still  you  enjoy  it  so 
much  that  it  must  seem  like  a  favour.  I 
well  remember  the  last  time  I  was  here  ;  it 
was  the  first  day  Poland  was  allowed  to 
move  from  his  room,  and  you  sat  just  where 
you  are  sitting  now." 

"And  you  said  you  thought  he  would  be 
foolish  if  he  tried  to  get  well  too  soon." 

"  Yes,  a  man  cannot  expect  to  get  such  rest 
and  care  as  he  had  here  more  than  once  or 
twice  in  a  lifetime." 

Then,  seeing  that  she  was  not  [inclined  to 
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pursue  the  subject,  he  turned  to  his  own 
concerns. 

'^  I  had  a  selfish  object  in  asking  to  come 
here,  Laura ;  I  want  you  to  do  me  a 
kindness." 

''Yes,  if  lean." 

''  Oh,  it  is  not  much,  it  means  a  great  deal 
more  to  me  than  it  will  to  you.  I  want  you 
to  write  and  tell  me  when  Peter  leaves  here 
and — and  if  anything  has  happened." 

''  I  will  write  at  once,  but  I  am  sure 
nothing  will  happen." 

^'  You  know  what  I  mean  ?"  he  asked. 

*^  Yes,  of  course  I  do.  I  am  afraid  he  is 
very  troublesome  to  Mary.'' 

'^  You  don't  think  she  likes  him  at  all, 
or  would  think  it  wise,  as  your  father 
suggested,  to  secure  a  comfortable  home  ?  " 

'^  You  ought  not  to  think  of  such  a  thing, 
Richard !  " 

''  Well,  I  am  half  ashamed,  but  there  is 


FLIGHT.  205 

SO  much  worldly  wisdom  going  about,  and 
on  the  other  hand  everybody  is  doing  wrong 
things  from  such  extraordinarily  high  motives 
now-a-days,  that  one  never  knows  what  may 
happen,  but  I  am  quite  ready  to  believe 
that  I  am  wrong  in  doubting  what  Miss 
Vemey  would  have  to  say  to  such  a  question." 

**  Go  to  Scotland  and  enjoy  your  holiday, 
and  come  and  see  us  on  your  way  back/' 
said  Laura,  cheerfully,  ^^or  rather"— she 
went  on  in  a  graver  tone,  ''  come  and  see 
the  others,  I  am  afraid  it  is  probable  that  I 
shall  not  be  here." 

''  Are  you  going  to  stay  a  long  time  at 
Folkestone  then  ?  " 

^^  No,  about  three  weeks  I  believe ;  but 
father  and  I  don't  agree,  and  he  talks  of 
sending  me  to  live  away  from  home." 

^'  But  you  would  not  wish  that,  Laura  ? — 
you  do  not  want  to  leave  this  pleasant 
place  ?  " 
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^^  Oh,  no  !  it  would  be  almost  the  worst 
thing  that  could  happen  to  me !  " 

"  Of  course  it  would,  and  then  think  how 
bad  it  will  be  for  Poland  when  he  comes 
back  and  finds  you  are  not  here  !  It  will 
be  easy  enough  for  him  to  discoTer  w^here 
you  are,  but  I  venture  to  say  that  this  room 
is  the  place  of  meeting  he  has  in  his 
thoughts." 

Laura  turned  away  her  face  to  hide  the 
happiness  his  words  gave  her,  and  he  was 
afraid  he  had  gone  too  far. 

^^  Laura,  my  dear,"  he  said,  ^'  you  must 
forgive  me,  for  I  can't  help  guessing  what 
has  been  going  on,  and  I  think  Poland  is 
perfectly  right  in  waiting  a  bit  until  he 
sees  his  way,  before  he  comes  forward  ;  and 
I  don't  think  you  are  the  sort  of  girl  to 
doubt  him." 

^^No,  but  it  is  not  quite  as  you  fancy, 
Richard,   only    of    course    If  can't   tell  you 
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about  it,  and  father  gets  angry  and  won't 
trust  either  him  or  me,  and  if  I  am  sent 
away  every  one  will  think  it  is  Geoffrey's 
fault,  and  I  cannot  say  a  word  for  him." 

*^  Never  mind,  a  few  harsh  thoughts  won't 
hurt  him,  he  is  not  made  of  such  weak  stuff 
as  that,  Laura!  But  no  doubt  you  will 
make  up  your  mind  to  do  what  your  father 
wishes,  and  it  will  all  come  right." 

^^Not  in  that  way,"  she  answered,  firmly, 
^^but  we  will  say  no  more  about  it  please, 
Eichard,  and  if  you  will  tell  me  where  to 
send  a  letter  I  will  write  down  the  address." 

Then  Richard  walked  about  the  room,  and 
made  various  remarks,  and  talked  about 
Laura's  books,  and  went  away,  feeling  that, 
although  at  present  they  were  companions 
in  misfortune,  there  was  reason  to  hope 
that  for  both  of  them  things  would  come 
right  in  the  end. 

It   was    rather    hard    on    Mary   that    he 
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avoided  her  persistently  for  the  rest  of  the 
day,  wor  certainly  she  was  not  to  blame, 
and  Peter's  attentions  were  odious  to  her, 
but  she  owed  him  civility  as  Mr.  Hilton's 
cousin  and  her  fellow-guest,  and  she  would 
not  let  Eichard's  ill-humour  influence  the 
behaviour  which  she  judged  to  be  right. 

'^  I  feel  confident  that  you  fully  excuse 
my  change  of  plan,  Allen,  since  I  have 
informed  you  of  the  importance  of  the 
occasion,"  said  Peter,  drawing  him  a  little 
aside  while  the  others  were  saying  good- 
night, and  Richard  answered  hastily — 

*^  Oh,  dear,  yes  !  it  makes  no  manner  of 
difference  to  me,"  and  turned  to  whisper  to 
Laura,  '^  Remember  your  promise,"  and  then 
held  out  his  hand  to  Mary,  saying — 

''  Good-bye,  Miss  Verney.  I  shall  be  off 
too  early  to  see  any  of  you  in  the  morning. 
I  hope  I  carry  your  good  wishes  for  '  the 
twelfth.'  " 
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Mary's  face  turned  a  little  pale,  but  she 
merely  answered,  ^'  Good-bye,  I  wish  you 
every  success,"  and  went  up  to  her  room, 
while  Edith  stayed  behind  to  assure  Richard 
that  she  should  not  fail  to  appear  at  the 
breakfast-table  at  seven  o'clock,  and  see  the 
last  of  him. 

^^  Good-bye,  Laura  dear,  and  keep  a  good 
heart  as  I  shall,"  he  said,  following  her  to 
the  foot  of  the  stairs,  and  to  her  own  great 
surprise,  she  turned  back  to  give  and  receive 
a  cousinly  kiss. 

^^I  wish  you  could  have  stayed  on  with 
Peter,"  said  Edith,  as  she  gave  him 
his  coffee  the  next  morning,  and  being 
alone  with  him  hoped  that  he  would  tell  her 
a  little  of  what  was  in  his  mind ;  but 
he  did  not  feel  at  liberty  to  do  so,  and 
scarcely  wished  it.  Lt  was  better  to 
leave  things  alone  for  the  present,  and 
he     could     hurry     back     at    any     moment 
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when  Laura  sent  him  word  that  the  coast 
was  clear. 

^^  Thank  you,  Edith.  I  don't  think 
Peter's  society  is  much  inducement,  but  I 
hope  I  may  look  forward  to  a  day  or  two 
on  my  way  back  to  town,  if  your  house  is 
not  full  for  September."  Then  Mr.  Hilton 
hurried  in,  and  Edith  was  vexed  that  she 
had  not  made  more  of  her  opportunity. 

Mary  made  an  effort  to  be  more  than 
usually  cheerful  that  day,  and  consoled 
herself  by  a  few  sharp  speeches  to  Peter, 
who  was  for  the  moment  a  little  dismayed, 
and  wondered  if  it  were  possible  that 
^'Miss  Yerney's  temper  might  have  in  it 
a  slight  mixture  of  caprice."  But  he 
comforted  himself  by  thinking  that  when 
once  under  his  direction  such  a  trifling 
fault  might  soon  be  amended.  However, 
it  was  as  well  to  do  nothing  without  due 
consideration,  and  as  he  was  not  now  pressed 
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for  time  he  would  wait  for  a  day  or  two 
before  bringing  matters  to  a  climax. 

Mary  was  rather  ashamed  of  allowing 
her  own  vexation  to  influence  her  manner, 
and  before  the  day  was  over  endeavoured 
to  make  amends,  so  he  soon  forgot  his 
doubts  and  became  more  attentive  than 
ever,  until  she  could  no  longer  endure  it 
in  silence,  but  went  to  Edith  for  sympathy. 

'^  Of  course,  you  will  have  to  take  your 
turn;  we  all  go  through  it,"  said  Edith, 
laughing.  ''  But  I  am  very  sorry  that 
you  should  be  annoyed.  What  do  you  say 
to  staying  with  Adelaide  for  a  day  or  two 
until  Peter  has  gone  ?  " 

'^I  should  be  thankful  if  she  would 
have  me." 

''  I  am  sure  she  would,  with  pleasure ;  and 
we  might  drive  over  to-day.  I  will  just 
speak  to  father  about  it,  and  Peter  need 
know  nothing  until  you  have  gone." 
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^' But,  Edith;  I  do  not  want  you  to 
talk  to  your  father  about  this  stupid 
business/' 

''You  may  be  sure  he  has  noticed  it  long 
ago,  he  is  well  accustomed  to  Peter's  ways, 
so  if  you  will  see  about  your  things,  Mary,  T 
will  go  and  talk  to  him." 

But  to  her  surprise  her  father  hesitated, 
and  looked  uncomfortable. 

''  Well,  I  suppose  I  must  betray  Peter's 
confidence  and  tell  you  about  it,  Edith,  but 
it  must  go  no  further,  and  Miss  Verney 
especially  must  have  no  hint  of  it.  He 
seriously  wishes  and  hopes  to  marry  her,  and 
has  spoken  to  me  about  it." 

''Father!"  exclaimed  Edith,  laughing 
merrily;  "how  can  you  be  so  absurd, 
and  pretend  to  take  Peter's  attentions 
seriously  ?  " 

"  There  is  nothing  absurd  about  it,  my 
dear,"  he  answered  a  little  irritably,  for  he 
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was  not  quite  comfortable  about  the  matter, 
and  felt  that  he  should  scarcely  have  allowed 
attentions  to  his  guest  without  knowing 
her  wishes,  which  he  resented  when  paid  to 
his  daughters.  ^'  It  is  the  habit  of  all 
of  you  to  turn  Peter  into  ridicule,  and  I 
regret  that  I  have  not  discouraged  you,  but 
there  is  a  great  deal  to  recommend  him 
besides  his  kind  heart,  and  Miss  Verney 
might  do  much  worse  than  accept  a  good 
man  and  a  comfortable  home." 

Edith  felt  frightened.  This  was  a  new 
phase  in  her  father's  character,  and  she  did 
not  know  how  to  deal  with  it.  She  did  not 
dare  to  laugh  any  more,  although  the  whole 
thing  still  seemed  too  absurd  to  be  spoken  of 
seriously,  but  she  must  make  another  effort 
for  her  friend. 

^^  I  am  quite  sure,  father,  that  Mary  would 
not  listen  to  him  for  a  moment,  and  as  that 
is  so,  surely  it  would  be  better  for  him  as  well 
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as  for  her  that  she  should  go  away  for  a  day 
or  two." 

''  Perhaps  it  would,  if  you  are  certain  that 
she  could  not  be  persuaded  to  look  upon  the 
matter  in  a  sensible  light ;  but  still  I  do  not 
see  how  I  can  consent  to  it  after  allowing 
Peter  his  opportunity." 

'^Oh,  he  knows  that  we  do  not  always 
consult  you  about  our  little  plans,  father ;  and 
this  one  was  certainly  made  without  your 
knowledge,  and  really  I  do  not  think  that 
Mary  can  stand  any  more  of  him,  and  if  she 
stays  here  she  will  shut  herself  up  in  her 
room  for  the  greater  part  of  the  day  while 
his  visit  lasts." 

^^Well,  do  what  you  think  best,  Edith, 
this  sort  of  thing  is  more  in  your  line  than 
mine,  although  I  have  served  a  pretty  severe 
apprenticeship  lately." 

^' Poor  father!"  said  Edith,  kissing  him. 
^^  Who  would  be  troubled  with  the  manage- 
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ment  of  girls  ? ''  Then  she  went  away  and 
ordered  the  carriage,  and  they  arranged 
so  well  that  Peter,  who  had  been 
out  for  a  walk,  only  saw  them  from  the 
distance. 

Mrs.  Paget  was  much  amused  at  Mary's 
flight,  but  sympathised  heartily,  and  was 
glad  to  receive  her  for  a  few  days,  and  Edith 
drove  home  rejoicing,  but  she  felt  a  little 
sorry  for  Peter  when  she  saw  how  his  face 
fell  as  she  drove  up  to  the  house  alone,  and 
found  him  watching  for  their  return. 

'^  What  have  you  done  with  Miss  Ver- 
ney  ?  "  he  asked  anxiously. 

^'Adelaide  has  asked  her  to  stay  at  the 
Rectory  for  a  few  days,  and  I  am  just  going 
to  send  over  some  things  for  her,"  and 
without  waiting  to  watch  the  efi*ect  of 
her  news,  Edith  hurried  in  to  give  her 
orders. 

Peter  took  a  turn  or  two  up  and  down,  he 
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was  much  put  out  and  disappointed  for  the 
moment,  but  felt  that  it  was  quite  possible 
that  this  visit  might  prove  an  advantage  to 
him.  He  could  easily  go  over  to  the  Rectory 
the  next  day,  and  might  even  find  a  better 
opportunity  for  speaking  quietly  to  her  there 
than  at  Blithefield,  and  he  was  not  quite 
sure  that  this  running  away  was  not  a  good 
sign.  ^^  Young  women  were  proverbially 
uncertain  where  their  feelings  were  concerned, 
and  it  might  be  an  innocent  stratagem  to  test 
his  sincerity.  Well,  he  could  easily  pardon 
that,  and  perhaps  it  only  added  one  more 
charm  to  Miss  Verney's  pleasing  character." 
So  before  he  went  in  he  had  smoothed  his 
ruffled  feelings,  and  talked  even  more  than 
usual  at  dinner  time  to  Bernard  and  a  friend 
whom  he  had  brought  with  him,  until  Edith 
wondered  whether  his  feelings  were  indeed  as 
shallow  as  she  had  always  supposed,  and 
Laura  smiled  to  herself  as  she  thought  how 
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exactly  a  verse  in   the  little  green  volume 
Geoffrey  had  sent  her  fitted  the  occasion — 

"  They  were  my  friends,  'twas  sad  to  part ; 
Almost  a  tear  began  to  start ; 
But  yet  as  things  run  on  they  find 
That  out  of  sight  is  out  of  mind." 
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Peter's  dignity. 


*^I  PROPOSE — with  your  concurrence,  Wedge- 
wood — to  ride  over  and  call  on  Mrs.  Paget 
to-day  and  see  Miss  Verney,"  said  Peter, 
the  next  morning  after  breakfast;  for  the 
night  had  brought  him  uneasy  thoughts, 
and  he  felt  by  no  means  so  complacent 
about  Mary's  flight  as  he  had  on  the 
previous  evening,  and  if  she  needed  being 
talked  into  a  sensible  frame  of  mind 
the  sooner  the  process  was  begun  the 
better. 

^^You  need  not  be  in  such  a  hurry, 
Peter;  I  thought  you  would  come  over 
to    Mornington    with    me    to    that   sale   at 
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Ponsonby's,  I  hear  there  are  some  useful 
farm  horses  to  be  sold,"  answered  Mr. 
Hilton,  who  was  anxious  to  save  Mary 
from  persecution. 

^^  Under  any  other  circumstances  I  should 
be  glad  to  go  with  you,  Wedgewood,  but 
I  confess  that  at  present  1  am  scarcely  in 
tune  for  such  a  busy  scene.  1  propose  to 
make  this  day  an  important  epoch  in  my 
Ufe,  and  until  my  happiness  is  assured 
beyond  a  doubt  I  am  not  equal  to  giving 
my  mind  to  other  aft'au's.  You  will  forgive 
me,  I  feel  convinced.'' 

^'  Oh  yes,  of  com-se !  but,  does  it  not 
strike  you  that  perhaps  Miss  Verney  has 
foreseen  what  you  wish  to  say  to  her, 
and  has  given  you  a  delicate  hint  that  her 
answer  would  be  unfavourable  ?  " 

^'  Yes,  that  has  occurred  to  me,  but 
on  the  other  hand  we  must  remember 
that  it  is  in  the  nature  of  woman  to  desire 
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to   be   sought,    and    it    may    be    that    she 
wishes  to  put  me  to  a  test." 

^^  I  do  not  at  all  think  that  she  had 
any  such  purpose,"  said  Mr.  Hilton,  ^^but 
if  you  have  quite  determined  to  speak 
to  her  no  doubt  the  sooner  it  is  done 
the  better,  for  the  sake  of  both  of 
you." 

^^  Yes,  thank  you,  Wedgewood,  and,  with 
your  permission,  I  will  borrow  the  brown 
cob ;  but  I  should  prefer  that  my  young 
cousins  did  not  guess  my  errand  until  I 
return  and  acquaint  them  myself  with 
my  happiness." 

'^  I  shall  say  nothing  you  may  be  sure," 
answered  Mr.  Hilton,  but  he  smiled  to 
himself  as  he  thought  how  certainly  Erica 
with  her  quick  eyes  would  notice  his 
departure  and  guess  his  errand. 

Mary  was  sitting  with  Mrs.  Paget  and 
the    boys,    deep    in    a    book    of    nursery 
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rhymes,  when  Peter  rode  up  to  the 
Rectory  door. 

'^  I  am  afraid  this  has  not  proved  a 
refuge,  Miss  Verney,"  said  Adelaide, 
smiling,  ''  for  I  see  that  Cousin  Peter 
has  just  arrived  on  father's  brown  cob, 
and  he  is  so  carefully  got  up  that  I  am 
sure  he  has  something  sj)ecial  to  say." 

"  But  I  need  not  see  him,  you  will  let 
me  run  away?"  exclaimed  Mary,  rising 
so  hastily  that  book  and  work  fell  upon 
the  floor. 

'^  I  really  see  no  use  in  putting  it  off," 
answered  Adelaide.  ^'It  is  quite  evident 
that  he  means  to  tell  you  what  he  has  in 
his  mind,  and  if  he  does  not  see  you 
to-day  he  will  come  again  to-morrow." 

'^  But  the  very  thought  of  listening  to 
him  fills  me  with  disgust,"  cried  Mary, 
then  she  quickly  corrected  herself.  ''  Of 
course   I   ought   not   to   speak  like  that  of 
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your  cousin,  Mrs.  Paget,  but  really  I  could 
scarcely  help  it." 

*'  I  can  quite  understand,  and  I  am  very 
sorry  for  you,  dear,"  said  Adelaide  kindly. 
^^  It  is  an  experience  we  have  all  gone 
through  with  Peter,  and  none  of  us  have 
minded  it  much,  it  came  as  a  matter 
of  course,  but  you  are  not  accustomed  to 
him  and  take  it  more  seriously.  However, 
I  honestly  believe  that  there  will  be  no 
use  in  your  running  away  from  him,  he 
will  be  sure  to  find  his  opportunity." 

She  had  scarcely  finished  speaking  when 
Peter  came  in. 

^'  Perhaps  I  should  apologise  for  my  some- 
what untimely  visit,  Adelaide,"  he  said, 
holding  her  hand;  '^but  before  I  leave  I 
hope  to  make  an  adequate  excuse.  Miss 
Verney,  you  were  cruel  to  run  away  from 
us,  but  you  see  the  loadstone  has  drawn 
the  magnet ! " 
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Mary  bowed  coldly  and  in  silence,  but  it 
needed  more  than  that  to  check  Peter's  self- 
complacence.  He  praised  Mrs.  Paget's 
needlework,  patronised  the  boys,  who  lis- 
tened to  his  watch,  climbed  upon  his  knee, 
and  were  not  old  enough  to  object  to  his 
pompous  manner,  while  they  did  discern 
his  kind  heart,  and  really  showed  himself  at 
his  best  until,  not  possessing  an  opportunity 
for  speaking  to  Mary,  he  felt  it  necessary 
to  make  one. 

^'  We  were  much  disconcerted  by  your 
abrupt  departure  yesterday.  Miss  Verney, 
and  as  my  time  is  short  I  came  over  here 
to  have  a  little  conversation  with  you." 

Mary  still  said  nothing,  but  Adelaide 
interposed  with  kindly  cruelty. 

''  You  might  take  Peter  round  the  garden, 
Miss  Verney,  while  I  go  and  order  his 
favourite  curry  for  luncheon,"  and  Mary 
knew  that  it  was  useless  to  object. 


224  DOWN    THE   WAY. 

^^  I  fondly  imagine  that  you  are  scarcely 
ignorant  of  my  purpose  in  coming  here 
to-day,  Miss  Verney,"  said  Peter,  when  they 
had  got  to  a  safe  distance  from  the  house. 

'*  Oh,  of  course  I  know ;  you  came  to  say 
good-bye  to  Mrs.  Paget — and  to  me,  as  you 
will  be  going  away  so  soon." 

"No,  that  was  not  my  object,  far  from  it 
indeed !  and  I  think,  Miss  Verney,  you  can 
hardly  have  misapprehended  me.  I  cannot 
express  myself  better  than  in  the  words  of 
the  poet — 

*  All  that  in  woman  is  adored, 
In  thy  dear  self  I  find  — 
For  the  whole  sex  can  but  afford 
The  handsome  and  the  kind.' 

And  perceiving  in  you  all  other  unspoken 
virtues,  you  can  scarcely  be  surprised  at  my 
laying  my  hand  and  lieart  and  humble 
fortune  at  your  feet." 

"  I  am  sorry,  Mr.  Hilton ;  but  it  is  quite 
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impossible  for  me  to  accept  the  lionour  you 
offer  me,"  answered  Mary,  feeling  self- 
possessed  now  that  the  crisis  had  come. 

''  Oh,  my  dear  girl,  do  not  decide  too 
hastily,"  said  Peter,  with  an  unconsciously 
paternal  air  of  familiarity,  with  which  she 
felt  she  ought  not  to  be  offended.  ^^You 
are  young,  you  know,  and  perhaps  hardly 
know  your  own  mind,  and  it  will  be  my 
pleasure  and  privilege  to  direct  your  steps 
in  those  paths  which  we  may  tread 
together." 

'^  No,"  answered  Mary  firmly;  ^^that  can 
never  be !  Your  paths  and  your  guidance 
would  no  doubt  be  excellent,  but  they  would 
not  suit  me,  and  I  am  sure  you  will  feel  that 
there  is  no  more  to  be  said." 

^^  Not  at  all!  not  at  all !  I  only  admire 
your  womanly  modesty  and  desire  to  be 
won  with  difficulty,  but  you  may  rest 
assured    that    you   only    appear    the   more 
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cliarming  in  my  eyes,  as  no  doubt  yon  have 
anticipated,  and  I  am  well  content — " 

^*  I  beg  your  pardon ;  but  I  have  given 
you  a  decided  answer,  and  you  have  no 
right  to  say  anything  more  to  me  on  the 
subject,"  interrupted  Mary  angrily,  con- 
sidering in  her  own  mind  which  pathway 
afforded  the  quickest  way  of  escape. 

''  My  dear  Mary,  I  adore  your  bashful 
unwillingness .! "  began  Peter,  laying  his 
hand  on  her  arm,  but  she  abruptly  shook  it 
off,  and,  facing  him  with  angry  eyes,  she 
said  with  warmth  and  decision — 

'^  I  beg  that  you  will  understand,  Mr. 
Hilton,  that  your  proposal  is  extremely 
disagreeable  to  me,  and  I  shall  consider 
any  further  allusion  to  the  subject  a 
liberty,"  and,  before  he  could  recover  from 
his  astonishment,  she  took  refuge  in  a  side 
path,  which  the  gardener's  boy  was  weeding. 

He   stood   still    for   a  few  moments,  and 
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then    took    a    turn    or   two   up    and   down, 
realising  after  awhile  what   had   happened. 
The   same   adverse   fortune   which   he   had 
encountered    several    times    before  was   fol- 
lowing  him  now.     The   helpmeet  who  had 
seemed   appointed   for    him    by  Providence 
had   proved   a   delusion.     She   had   refused 
his  honest  affection  ;  scorned  the  advantages 
he  would  have  heaped  upon  her,  and  was 
no    longer    deserving    of    regret.      He    had 
forgiven    his     young    cousins    when    they 
rejected    him,    for    with    them    there    had 
always  been  a  lurking  sense  of  unfitness — 
they  had  far  more  than  he  to  bestow — but 
with   Miss  Verney  it  was  widely   different. 
She    was    an    orphan     and     homeless — not 
penniless — or   else   he  would  not  have   felt 
justified    in    paying    his    addresses    to    her, 
for  his  own  modest  means  would  not  suffice 
for  the  whole   bm-den  of   married  life,  and 
it  had  seemed    eminently  fitting    that  they 
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two — both  of  them  alone  in  the  world  — 
should  have  journeyed  through  life  together. 
But  no  doubt  he  had  been  mistaken  in  his 
estimate  of  her  character.  She  did  not 
possess  the  sound  good  sense  for  which  he 
had  given  her  credit,  and  that  being  so  he 
had  no  reason  to  regret  her.  No !  on  the 
whole,  perhaps,  it  was  a  fortunate  escape 
from  irretrievable  error !  It  would  have 
been  a  terrible  calamity  to  discover  after 
marriage  that  exterior  charms  were  the  only 
ones  his  wife  possessed,  and  he  ought  indeed 
to  feel  sincerely  grateful  to  her  for  showing 
herself  to  him  in  her  true  character. 

After  a  few  minutes  of  self-communing 
he  almost  believed  that  he  had  himself 
decided  that  the  marriage  would  be  im- 
prudent, and  he  both  looked  and  felt  so 
cheerful  when  he  went  in  to  say  good-bye 
to  Mrs.  Paget  that  she  imagined  that  nothing 
of  importance  had  passed  on  either  side,  and 
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was   not   a    little    amazed  when   he    said — 
almost  with  complacence — 

^'  This  will  be  farewell  for  some  little 
time  to  come,  my  dear  Adelaide.  I  shall 
probably  be  leaving  Blithefield  to-morrow, 
and  my  numerous  engagements  will  prevent 
my  return  for  some  considerable  period. 
Remember  me  to  your  excellent  husband," 
and  then  he  rode  away,  with  nothing  of  the 
disappointed  lover  in  his  appearance  to  call 
for  sympathy. 

"Well,  what  has  happened?''  asked 
Adelaide,  when  Mary  came  into  the  room  a 
few  minutes  later.  ''  Peter  has  been 
saying  an  indefinite  good-bye  to  me, 
but  he  does  not  appear  to  be  broken- 
hearted." 

'•  Oh  dear,  no  I "  I  made  myself  so 
disagreeable  to  him  that  he  probably  only 
feels  relief  at  getting  rid  of  me,"  answered 
Mary,  laughing.      ' '  I  do  not  think  his  heart 


230  -DOWN   THE   WAY. 

will  be  broken  this  time.     I  believe  it  is  a 

case  of — 

*  Three  days  endured  your  love  for  me, 
And  it  was  lost  in  other  three.' 

My  mind  may  be  tolerably  easy  on  his 
account.'' 

^'  Yes,  he  takes  that  sort  of  thing  with 
philosophy,"  said  Adelaide.  ^'  My  chief 
fear  is  that  one  day  he  will  fall  a  victim 
to  some  adventuress ;  so  far  he  has  looked 
too  high,  but  I  fear  a  reaction.  However, 
out  of  compliment  to  you,  I  suppose  we 
may  consider  him  safe  for  a  little  time  to 
come." 

Peter  had  far  too  high  an  opinion  of  what 
was  due  to  his  own  dignity  to  reappear  at 
Blithefield  in  the  light  of  a  disconsolate 
suitor,  and  as  he  disliked  the  idea  of 
getting  in  as  luncheon  was  over,  and  the 
brown  cob  was  still  quite  fresh,  he  rode 
on    to    Mornington,    where,    meeting    with 
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Captain  Bonar,  they  had  a  beefsteak  to- 
gether at  the  ^^  Prince  of  Wales's"  and 
played  a  few  games  of  billiards,  so  that 
it  was  late  in  the  afternoon  before  he 
returned. 

Mr.  Hilton  was  taking  his  usual  stroll  up 
and  down  the  terrace  before  dinner  and 
Peter  joined  him. 

^^  Well,  how  have  you  fared?" 

^^  A  difficult  question  to  answer,  my  dear 
Wedgewood !  Miss  Verney  and  I  have 
discovered  that  we  are  unsuited  to  each 
other,  and  it  is  most  fortunate  that  we  have 
found  it  out  in  good  time ;  on  the  other 
hand,  I  am  of  course  disappointed  that 
she  siiould  not  prove  to  be  the  second 
self  I  had  hoped  to  find  in  her." 

Mr.  Hilton  laughed  quietly,  but  with 
much ,  enjoyment. 

^*  So  she  would  have  nothing  to  say  to 
you,  Peter?" 
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^'As  I  intimated  before,  she  succeeded 
in  proving  to  me  that  we  are  nnsuited," 
answered  Peter,  with  dignity.  '^And  as 
I  should  be  sorry  to  be  the  cause  of  her 
absenting  herself  from  Blithefield,  I  will, 
with  your  consent,  renew  my  interrupted 
engagements  and  travel  up  to  Scotland 
to-morrow." 

^^  You  will  scarcely  think  of  joining 
Allen — shall  you?" 

'^  I  propose  to  do  so.  Knowing  his  plans, 
I  have  little  doubt  that  I  shall  be  able  to 
come  across  him  at  some  point  of  his 
route." 

^'If  you  take  my  advice  you  will  let 
him  alone  for  the  present.  Why,  my 
dear  fellow,  did  it  never  occur  to  you 
that  you  were  rivals  ?  " 

^^No,  indeed,  Wedgewood,  such  an  idea 
has  not  crossed  my  brain  I''  answered  Peter, 
with  surprise  and  deep  vexation,  and  after 
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a  moment  or  two  of  silence,  he  turned 
towards  the  house,  saying — 

*^  With  your  permission  I  will  now  retire 
to  prepare  for  dinner.  I  am  somewhat  dusty 
and  travel-stained  after  my  long  ride." 
And  Mr.  Hilton  almost  wished  that  he  had 
held  his  tongue,  but  Richard  was  quick- 
tempered, and  had  been  much  annoyed  at 
pretensions  which  he  considered  an  imper- 
tinence on  Peter's  part,  and  it  was  probable 
that  a  meeting  just  then  would  lead  to  a 
quarrel  between  them. 

Peter  was  unsually  quiet  during  the 
evening,  and  even  the  next  morning  had 
not  quite  recovered  himself,  for  somehow 
the  idea  of  a  rival  upset  him  more  than 
the  fact  of  Mary's  rejection,  and  the 
necessity  of  avoiding  Richard  disarranged 
the  plans  he  had  made  for  weeks  to  come. 
But  although  even  Erica  felt  sorry  for 
him,  they  all  knew  that  his  vexation  would 
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quickly  pass  away,  and  fortunately  during 
breakfast  lie  remembered  that  some  friends 
who  had  gone  to  Homburg  had  suggested 
his  joining  them  there,  an  inspiration 
which  enabled  him  to  say  good-bye  with 
comparative  cheerfulness. 

^'  It  is  no  use  for  you  to  ask  me,  for  I  shall 
not  tell  you  a  word  about  what  happened," 
said  Mary,  when  Edith  drove  over  to  the 
Rectory,  to  take  her  back  to  Blithefield. 
^'And  if  you  will  not  think  it  unpleasant 
of  me,  Edith  dear,  I  should  rather  like  to 
accept  an  invitation  which  I  got  this 
morning  from  my  cousins  near  Canterbury. 
I  am ,  I  feel " 

^  ^  A  little  upset  by  all  the  worries  there 
have  been  lately?  I  am  sure  I  do  not 
wonder,"  said  Edith,  kissing  her;  ^^  I  am 
only  sorry  because  we  shall  have  a  good 
many  people  here  in  time  for  the  first^ 
and     I     looked     forward     to     your     help^ 
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although     they    will     all    be    strangers    to 


vou." 


^'I  can  come  back  when  you  want  me," 
answered  Mary,  ^'but  if  you  do  not  mind 
I  will  go  away  for  a  few  weeks  first." 

And  so  it  was  settled,  and  Laura,  as  she 
had  promised,  wrote  and  told  Richard  all 
the  news.  It  was  such  an  event  for  her 
to  get  a  letter  that,  when  the  answer  came, 
and  she  did  not  offer  to  show  it  to  anybody, 
her  father  felt  puzzled  and  a  little  uneasy, 
but  he  knew  that  he  had  no  right  to  be 
suspicious  of  her  without  good  reason,  and 
two  or  three  days  later  she  started  with  the 
Bonars  for  Folkestone. 
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CHAPTER      XVI. 

Laura's  recall. 

The  Bonars  found  Folkestone  pleasant  and 
healthy,  and  having  old  friends  there,  who 
introduced  them  to  new  ones,  they  had  no 
want  of  society,  and  as  Laura  also  not 
only  improved  in  health,  but  became  more 
cheerful  and  talkative,  and  seemed  thoroughly 
to  enjoy  the  change  of  life,  they  prolonged 
their  stay  into  September,  for  Captain 
Bonar,  although  enthusiastic  over  pheasant- 
shooting,  cared  little  about  partridges. 

Laura  was  the  least  troublesome   visitor 

they  could  have  had.     Mrs.  Bonar  did  not 

ike  to  let   her  go    about  much  by  herself, 

so   she   started   off    in   the   mornings    with 
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the  nurses  and  children ;  and  while  they 
established  themselves  in  some  pleasant, 
sheltered  nook,  she  wandered  away  where 
she  pleased,  with  one  of  Geoffrey's  books 
as  companion,  returning  to  them  at  a  stated 
time  to  get  back  for  the  mid-day  dinner, 
after  that  she  was  ready  to  be  with  Janet 
as  much  or  as  little  as  she  pleased  for 
the  rest  of  the  day. 

The  great  advantage  that  Laura  found 
in  her  new  surroundings  was  that  every  one 
took  it  for  granted  that  she  would  be 
pleasant  and  sociable.  There  was  no  tradi- 
tion of  disagreeable  manners  to  be  fought 
against,  as  there  was  at  Blithefield,  and  in 
consequence  she  felt  at  liberty  to  be  her 
natural  self,  and  always  the  self  widened 
and  sweetened  by  Geoffrey's  influence. 
Sometimes  she  longed  for  the  little  blue 
study  with  its  associations,  but  on  the  whole 
she    was    well  contented  with    her  present 
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surroundings.  But  one  day,  when  she  came 
in  with  the  nurse  and  children  for  the  early 
dinner,  Janet  met  her  with  a  grave  face. 

^'I  have  just  had  a  letter  from  father, 
Laura,''  she  said,  ''  which  puzzles  me  and 
makes  me  uneasy.  I  do  not  know  whether 
you  will  be  able  to  explain  it.  He  sent 
Mrs.  Hughes  off  with  it  last  night,  she  slept 
in  London  at  her  daughter's,  and  came  on 
here  as  early  as  she  could." 

Laura  looked  frightened,  it  must  be  some- 
thing serious  for  such  an  important  person 
as  Mrs.  Hughes,  the  housekeeper,  to  be 
sent  such  a  distance. 

'^  Is  any  one  ill?"  she  asked. 

^^No,  but  father  says  you  are  to  go  back 
immediately.  Laura,  have  you  done  any- 
thing wrong  that  I  know  nothing  about  ? 
Anything  to  make  him  very  angry  ?  " 

^^No,  Janet — nothing,"  answered  Laura, 
with  a  sinking  heart. 
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^^  I  cannot  think  what  it  can  be,"  her 
sister  went  on ;   ^'  but  here  is  his  letter." 

''  My  Dear  Janet, — I  have  sent  Mrs. 
Hughes  to  bring  Laura  back,  and  I  beg 
that  you  will  start  them  off  as  soon  as 
possible.  I  fear  that  I  have  grave  reason 
to  find  fault  with  Laura,  and  that  she  has 
persuaded  others  into  wrong-doing;  and  it 
is  necessary  that  she  should  come  home  at 
once  to  answer  for  her  own  conduct — if 
not  for  theirs. 

' '  In  haste,  your  affectionate  father, 

"  Wedgewood  Hilton." 

'^I  have  no  idea  what  it  means,"  said 
Laura,  when  she  had  carefully  read  it 
through  several  times. 

"  Mrs.  Hughes  says  she  has  orders  to 
say  nothing,  but  she  let  slip  that  it  was 
something  to  do  with  Ellis  and  Morris,"  said 
Janet. 
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Laura's  face  flushed.  ^^  Janet,  it  is  just 
possible  that  it  may  be  something  about 
Geoffrey  Poland.  You  know  he  came  one 
night,  and  Ellis  saw  him  and  talked  to 
him,  and  Morris  met  him  in  the  park ;  but 
I  told  father  myself  that  he  had  been  there, 
and  he  can  have  no  farther  cause  for  being 
angry.'* 

''  My  dear  Laura,  how  very  unfortunate 
that  the  servants  should  have  been  brought 
into  the  matter!" 

'^  It  is  all  father's  fault  from  beginning  to 
end!''  cried  Laura.  '^  He  would  not  let 
Geoffrey  write  to  me  openly  and  harmlessly, 
and  he  was  obliged  to  do  so  in  secret ;  he 
knew  that  I  should  need  to  hear  from  him 
before  he  went  away  for  such  a  long  time, 
and  he  used  the  only  means  he  could.  Of 
course,  he  would  gladly  have  avoided  seeing 
the  servants,  but  unfortunately  they  came 
in  his  way.     Ellis  told  me  about  it  the  same 


Laura's  recall.  241 

night,  and  the  subject  has  never  been  men- 
tioned between  us  since,  excepting  once, 
when  she  told  me  that  Morris  had  seen  him 
too.  If  father  is  angry  with  me,  it  is  for 
some  imaginary  cause  ;  he  has  known  for 
weeks  past  of  Geoffrey's  visit." 

''  Poor  child  !  I  am  grieved  to  think  of 
any  fresh  difficulty  for  you,"  said  Janet, 
gently.  ''  And  I  shall  not  know  a  moment's 
peace  until  I  hear  what  has  happened. 
Walter  has  been  looking  for  you  every- 
where and  we  have  packed  your  things,  for 
you  must  be  off  in  half  an  hom\  Now, 
come  and  have  some  luncheon  before 
you  go." 

But  Lam-a  felt  sick  with  anxiety  and  could 
eat  nothing,  and  felt  irritated  as  well  as 
miserable,  because  Mrs.  Hughes  either  could 
not  or  would  not  tell  her  anything. 

^^  If  you  say  the  word  I  will  come  with 
you,   Laura,"    said  her  brother-in-law,  as  he 

VOL.   II.  R 
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and  his  wife  went  with  her  to  the  station  to 
say  good-bye. 

^^Oh,  no  thank  you,  AValter;  you  could 
not  help  me."  she  answered,  with  eyes  full 
of  tears. 

^'  Do  not  be  vexed  with  me,"  he  went  on, 
*^  but  believe  me  it  will  do  you  no  good  to 
fight  against  your  father.'* 

^^I  have  no  wish  to  fight  against  him  or 
any  one,"  said  Laura,  hopelessly.  ^'  I  can 
only  suppose  that  he  wishes  to  get  rid  of 
me,  and  has  found  some  excuse,  but  it  is  no 
fault  of  mine."  Then  there  was  no  time 
for  more  than  sympathising  kisses  before  the 
train  started. 

The  journey  to  town  passed  in  silence. 
Mrs.  Hughes  was  tired,  from  unusual 
travelling,  and  slept  peacefully  ;  and  after 
a  weary  hour  of  waiting  in  London,  and 
a  quick  run  down  to  Mornington,  they 
reached  Blithefield  before  dinner  was  over; 
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and  Laura  hurried  up  to  her  room,  noticing 
with  dismay  that  an  under  groom  had  met 
them  at  the  station  instead  of  Morris,  and 
that  one  of  the  housemaids  waited  upon 
her  in  place  of  ElHs. 

In  a  few  minutes,  dinner  being  over, 
Edith  came  to  her,  and  would  have  kissed 
and  welcomed  her,  but  she  stood  aloof. 

*^  I  have  been  brought  back  as  if  in  dis- 
grace, Edith  ;  I  must  understand  it  all  and 
clear  myself  before  I  can  kiss  you  or  touch 
your  hand.  I  have  no  doubt  that  father  has 
told  you  what  is  in  his  mind,  and  what  new 
reason  he  has  found  for  making  me  miserable 
and  disgracing  me  in  the  eyes  of  every  one ; 
but  until  I  know  what  fault  he  has  to  find 
with  me  I  will  keep  myself  apart." 

^^  Indeed,  I  can  tell  you  almost  nothing," 
answered  Edith,  sadly.  ''  Father  is  so 
terribly  put  out  that  he  will  scarcely  speak 
to  us ;  but  I  believe  that  it  is  something  to 
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do  with  Morris.  He  was  caught  poaching  the 
other  day,  and  father  was  going  to  dismiss 
him  at  a  moment's  notice,  when  he  said  that 
you  would  speak  for  him,  and  Ellis  knew  the 
reason  ;  and  then  father  sent  for  her,  and  I 
expect  was  very  angry  ;  but  I  am  not  sure 
what  happened,  for  he  has  not  let  her  come 
near  us  since,  and  I  believe  she  is  to  leave 
to-morrow."  Laura's  face  brightened  a 
little. 

'^  If  father  will  listen  to  me,  I  think  I  can 
put  all  that  right,  Edith.  Ellis  has  done 
nothing  wrong.  When  will  he  be  ready  to 
see  me  ?  " 

"•  Not  until  to-morrow  morning,  he  told  me 
to  tell  you." 

''  He    can    scarcely    expect "     began 

Laura,  but  she  checked  herself.  ''  Well, 
never  mind.  Now  Edith,  please  go  away,  I 
would  rather  be  alone." 

^^  There  is  supper   ready  for  you  in   the 


Laura's  recall.  245 

blue  study — shall  I  not  go  there  with 
you?" 

^^  No,  thank  you;  but  I  suppose  I  must 
have  something/'  answered  Laura,  wearily. 
She  had  eaten  nothing  since  breakfast,  and 
felt  faint,  and  she  would  want  strength  for 
the  interview  which  she  fully  intended  to 
have  with  her  father  before  she  went  to  bed. 
He  might  wish  to  put  off  explanation  until 
the  morning,  but  to  her  it  was  unendurable, 
and  as  soon  as  she  heard  him  go  into  his 
study  after  prayers,  she  would  go  down  and 
speak  to  him.  She  dreaded  the  meeting 
inexpressibly,  but  it  was  better  than  suspense, 
which  was  as  cruel  to  Ellis  as  to  herself. 

Meanwhile,  instead  of  going  into  the 
drawing-room  as  usual,  Mr.  Hilton  went 
straight  to  liis  study  after  dinner.  Laura 
could  scarcely  be  more  miserable  than  he;  for, 
as  usual,  he  had  acted  on  impulse  in  sending 
for  her  and  repented  it  immediately,  and  yet 
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felt  that  it  was  due  to  himself  to  keep  up  an 
appearance  of  righteous  and  well-assured 
severity. 

Two  days  before  Morris  had  been  found 
by  one  of  the  keepers  with  a  gun  in  his  hand 
and  a  pheasant  in  his  pocket,  and  was  of 
course  unable  to  deny  his  misdeed.  He  had 
been  suspected  before,  but  nothing  had  been 
proved  against  him,  and  he  was  such  a 
respectable  and  trustworthy  servant  in  every 
other  way  that  Mr.  Hilton  was  inclined  to 
shut  his  eyes  to  suspicions.  But  now  that 
the  case  was  proved  against  him  beyond  a 
doubt,  and  was  known  to  every  one  on  the 
estate,  the  matter  could  not  be  passed  over, 
although,  in  consideration  of  his  good  charac- 
ter, Mr.  Hilton  refused  to  prosecute,  giving, 
instead,  notice  to  leave  at  the  end  of  a  week. 

Morris  was  terribly  distressed;  he  had 
been  about  the  place  ever  since  he  was  a  boy, 
and  felt  himself  completely  one  of  the  family. 
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The  ^^  young  ladies"  had  been  his  especial 
charge,  and  he  had  been  proud  to  teach  them 
to  drive,  or  to  jump  the  low  fences  in  the 
park  on  their  ponies.  Thoroughly  honest, 
steady,  and  sober,  the  one  temptation  he 
could  not  resist  was  a  shot  at  the  pheasants 
for  the  pure  love  of  sport,  for  what  to  do 
when  he  had  shot  them  was  always  a  puzzle, 
and  he  generally  left  them  lying  where  they 
fell.  He  knew  well  that  by  every  shot  he 
fired  he  ran  the  risk  of  losing  his  place  ;  for 
Mr.  Hilton  was  unmerciful  to  poachers  on 
principle,  but  there  was  an  awful  pleasure  in 
it,  all  the  greater  because  seldom  indulged, 
and  there  were  moments  when  his  good 
character  seemed  scarcely  so  weighty  as 
three  or  four  cartridges  in  his  pocket.  He  had 
always  had  a  blind  confidence  that  he  should 
somehow  escape  undetected  when  the  shoot- 
ing fever  became  too  strong  for  him,  and  he 
was  not  sure  that   Thornage — the  bailiff — 
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had  not  now  and  then  winked  at  his  mis- 
demeanoiu's ;  but  Jackson,  the  new  under 
keeper,  had  no  reason  for  screening  him,  and 
would  of  course  have  considered  it  a  breach 
of  duty ;  so,  to  the  regret  of  every  one,  he  was 
hauled  up  before  his  master  red-handed,  and 
Mr.  Hilton  felt  that  he  had  no  choice  but  to 
dismiss  him. 

Having  exhausted  all  his  eloquence  in 
protestations— not  of  innocence,  but  of 
blamelessness  for  the  future,  Morris,  at  his 
wit's  end,  said  a  few  words  which  he  re- 
gretted as  soon  as  they  were  spoken.  '^  Ask 
Miss  Laura,  sir ;  she'll  tell  you  I  can  keep  my 
Avord,"  he  said,  but  felt  immediately  that,  as 
he  was  not  at  liberty  to  speak  of  her  reasons 
for  trusting  him,  he  had  better  have  been 
silent. 

^^  Why  do  you  bring  Miss  Laura's  name 
into  the  matter,  Morris?"  asked  Mr.  Hilton 
quietly,     but    a    suspicion     of     underhand 
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dealing,  which  could  only  have  reference 
to  one  person,  instantly  rushed  into  his 
mind. 

Morris  was  terribly  confused.  ^^Well, 
sir,  Miss  Laura  '11  tell  you  if  I  say  I'll 
do  a  thing  I'll  do  it !  Ellis  '11  tell  you 
too." 

'^  1  am  glad  that  Miss  Laura  can  give 
you  a  good  character  on  that  point;  but 
you  must,  if  you  please,  tell  me  what 
reason  she  has  for  doing  so,"  said  Mr. 
Hilton,  speaking  with  studied  moderation 
from  the  excess  of  his  anxiety. 

"  Well,  you  see,  sir,"  answered  Morris 
awkwardly,  ^^I  says  to  Miss  Laura,  I'll 
hold  my  tongue,  and  I've  done  it ;  Ellis 
'11  tell  you  as  I've  kep'  my  word  to  her,  and 
I'll  keep  it  to  you,  sir,  if  you'll  take  it." 

Mr.  Hilton  was  puzzled  and  disquieted. 
What  occasion  could  there  have  been  for 
the   man  to  make  a  promise  to  his  young 
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mistress  to  which  it  was  evident  that  he 
attached  so  much  importance?  He  could 
scarcely  ask  him  to  break  his  word,  that 
would  be  setting  an  altogether  wrong 
example,  and  his  only  hope  was  that  by 
speaking  to  Ellis  he  should  gain  some 
clearer  knowledge  of  what  had  occurred. 
It  was  a  long  time  before  he  took  any 
further  notice  of  Morris,  who  stood  ex- 
pectant and  anxious  before  him. 

^^I  should  indeed  be  glad,"  he  said  at 
length,  ^^  if  Miss  Laura  could  give  me 
such  evidence  of  your  trustworthiness  as 
should  enable  me  to  believe  in  your 
word,  but  at  present  I  fear  that  I  have 
shown  almost  undue  indulgence  by  not 
prosecuting  you,  and  for  the  sake  of 
example,  I  wish  you  to  leave  at  a  week's 
notice.  You  will  not  be  required  to  do  any 
work  for  me  during  that  time,  and  you 
can   employ  yourself  in  looking  out  for  a 
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new   place.     I   shall   be   glad   to   give   you 
the  best  character  I  can  with  honesty." 

*^  Oh,  sir,  give  me  a  chance ! "  cried 
Morris  eagerly.  ^*  I'll  never  shoot  a  head 
o'  game  o'  yours,  not  if  I  starve!  Ask 
Miss  Laura  if  I  can't  keep  my  word ! " 

^*  That  will  do,  Morris.  I  have  told  you 
the  utmost  I  can  do  for  you,"  said  Mr. 
Hilton  sternly,  grieved  and  displeased  by 
this  second  appeal  to  his  daughter;  and 
Morris  went  away  dejectedly,  feeling  as^ 
if  the  good  of  life  was  over  for  him. 

As  soon  as  he  had  gone  Mr.  Hilton  rang 
the  bell,  and  desired  that  Ellis  should  be 
sent  to  him.  Her  engagement  to  Morris 
was  well  known,  and  Stephens  was  scarcely 
surprised  at  the  summons. 

Ellis  came  after  a  few  moments'  delay, 
frightened  but  firm.  No  doubt  she  was 
to  be  told  that  she  must  give  up  either 
her  place  or  her  lover ;    and   much  as  sha 
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loved  the  young  ladies  there  was  no  doubt 
that  Morris  must  come  first.  She  was 
therefore  not  a  little  surprised  when  Mr. 
Hilton  begun — 

'^  1  have  sent  for  you,  Ellis,  to  clear  up 
a  point  which  Morris  has  left  doubtful. 
I  am  sorry,  both  for  his  sake  and  yours, 
that  he  should  have  allowed  himself  to 
give  way  to  temptation.  He  is  anxious 
to  give  me  his  word  that  he  will  not 
ofEend  again,  and  has  told  me  that  both 
you  and  he  can  trust  to  Miss  Laura  to 
say  that  he  will  not  break  it.  In  her 
absence  I  desire  you  to  tell  me  what 
reason  she  has  for  so  trusting  him." 

Ellis  stood  for  a  few  moments  considering. 
It  was  evident  that  Morris,  in  his  difficulty, 
had  made  a  foolish  blunder  in  bringing 
in  Miss  Laura's  name,  and  it  was  hard  to 
know  how  to  get  out  of  it.  Neither  she 
nor  Mr.  Poland  had  asked   either  of  them 
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for  the  promise  of  silence  which  they  had 
freely  offered,  and  which  seemed  even  more 
binding  than  if  demanded.  She  did  not, 
of  course,  know  that  Laura  had  told  her 
father  of  Geoffrey's  recent  visit ;  and  as 
she  had  held  her  tongue  for  weeks,  she 
resolved  to  do  so  now  at  all  hazards.  If 
Miss  Laura  chose  to  come  forward  and 
prove  that  Morris's  word  was  to  be  trusted, 
all  might  yet  go  well,  but  they  must  wait 
and  see  whether  this  would  happen.  So, 
after  a  long  silence,  she  could  only  say 
hesitatingly — 

*^  Miss  Laura  knows  us  well,  sir — she 
knows  Morris  won't  break  his  given 
promise." 

'^  That  is  all  nothing,"  interrupted  Mr. 
Hilton,  irritably.  '^  Of  course,  I  know  that 
he  is  trustworthy  on  most  points,  but  he 
has  given  me  to  understand  that  Miss 
Laura  can  tell  me    an  especial   reason   for 
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believing  his  word,  and  that  you  know  it, 
and  it  will  save  a  great  deal  of  trouble 
if  you  tell  me  at  once  what  that  reason  is." 

^^No,  sir,  I  cannot  tell  you,"  answered 
Ellis,  firmly  and  respectfully.  ^^  We've 
passed  our  word  to  Miss  Laura,  and  we 
won't  neither  of  us  break  it." 

'^It  is  a  pity  that  both  of  you  should 
lose  your  places  for  an  imaginary  point  of 
honour ;  it  is  scarcely  probable  that  Miss 
Laura  has  any  secret  matter  of  importance 
to  confide  to  you,"  said  Mr.  Hilton,  who  had 
no  idea  of  how  to  talk  to  his  servants, 
excepting  on  every-day  matters,  and  left 
everything  else  to  his  daughters,  and  then 
—  ashamed  —  but  unable  to  control  his 
anxiety,  he  went  on  after  a  moment's  pause : 
^'  I  shall,  however,  be  disposed  to  pass  over 
your  want  of  respect  towards  me  in  refusing 
to  answer  my  questions,  if  you  can  assure 
me  that  you  have  been  in  no  way  connected 


Laura's  recau..  255 

with  private  commimications  or  the  carry- 
ing of  letters  unknown  to  me,  from — from 
anyone  to  Miss  Laura.'' 

^'I  humbly  beg  your  pardon,  sir,  but  1 
can  give  you  no  answer,  it's  Miss  Laura's 
business,"  answered  ElKs ;  and  it  was  then 
that  Mr.  Hilton,  after  angrily  forbidding 
her  to  wait  any  more  upon  the  ladies, 
gave  her  a  month's  warning,  and  sent  off 
Mrs.  Hughes  with  scarcely  a  word  of 
explanation  on  her  ill-advised  visit  to 
Folkestone. 
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CHAPTER    XVII. 

EXPLANATION. 

The  blue  study,  with  a  bright  little  fire  in 
case  she  should  feel  cold  after  her  journey, 
for  it  was  now  the  middle  of  September, 
and  a  dainty  little  supper,  with  plenty  of 
hot  cofee,  laid  out  upon  a  low  table  before 
which  her  favourite  chair  was  placed,  gave 
Laura  a  welcome  which  was  as  pleasant  as 
it  was  unexpected,  and  her  heart  warmed 
towards  Edith,  who  had  no  doubt  ordered 
these  preparations  in  token  of  her  sympathy. 
Feeling  rested  and  refreshed,  and  tolerably 
hopeful  that  she  should  be  able  to  explain 
and  set  matters  right,  she  was  waiting 
anxiously   for   the    time    when    she    might 
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expect  to  find  her  father  alone  in  the  study, 
when  there  was  a  low  knock  at  the  door, 
and  Ellis  came  in,  looking  anxious  and 
nervous. 

^^  Oh,  Miss  Laura,"  she  said,  'they're 
all  just  gone  in  to  prayers,  and  I've  run 
out  of  my  room  to  tell  you  that  master  must 
send  us  away  if  he  likes,  but  neither  Morris 
nor  me  '11  ever  say  a  word  about 
Mr.  Poland." 

Laura  felt  indescribably  annoyed.  There 
was  something  almost  disgusting  to  her  in 
the  idea  of  a  secret  understanding  between 
lierself  and  the  servants  for  which  they 
suffered;  and  yet  she  could  not  but  keenly 
appreciate  their  loyalty. 

''  I  am  afraid  there  has  been  a  mistake 
somewhere,  Ellis,  which  has  done  harm  to 
us  all,"  she  said.  ^^  I  am  sure  you  and 
Morris  have  done  everything  which  is  kind 
and   honourable.     It    did  not  strike  me  to 
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tell  you  that  my  father  knew  of  Mr.  Poland's 
Tisit.  I  told  him  myself,  and  I  am  afraid 
that  yon  have  been  putting  yourselves  in 
difficulties  for  nothing — and  me,  too,  for  the 
matter  of  that ;  but  I  hope  now  that  I  shall 
he  able  to  put  it  all  right." 

Ellis  was  puzzled,  but  there  was  no  time 
ior  explanation.  She  had  been  forbidden 
to  speak  to  the  young  ladies,  and  could  not 
venture  to  stay  longer  than  the  few  minutes 
while  prayers  lasted.  She  could  not  at  all 
understand  Miss  Laura's  apparent  indif- 
ference. She  had  supposed  that  keeping 
the  secret  of  Mr.  Poland's  visit  was  a  matter 
of  importance  not  only  to  him  but  to  her 
young  mistress,  and  she  scarcely  felt  firm 
ground  under  her  feet  when  assured  that 
it  was  all  nothing.  Was  it  for  this  that  she 
was  losing  her  place  and  character  ?  She 
forgot  for  the  moment  that  the  promises 
made    by    her   and    by    Morris    had    been 
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voluntary — they  had  been  neither  besought 
nor  bribed — '^  a  fellow  feeling"  had  urged 
them  both  to  give  what  comfort  they 
could  to  apparently  unhappy  lovers,  and 
their  promise,  which  had  seemed  at  the  time 
an  easy  thing  to  give,  had  been  accepted  as 
freely  as  it  was  offered.  But  now,  when — 
although  it  was  from  their  own  want  of 
judgment — it  had  assumed  larger  propor- 
tions, it  seemed  hard  that  it  should  be 
undervalued.  It  was  all  very  well  for 
Miss  Laura  to  say  that  her  father  knew  all 
about  it — that  did  not  make  their  silence 
of  less  importance.  How  they  might  have 
talked  and  gossipped !  What  a  great  and 
never-ending  scandal  they  might  have  made 
if  they  had  been  unscrupulous  !  And  now, 
when  both  of  them  might  be  losing  their 
places  from  keeping  their  word,  she  turned 
round  and  said,  '^  it  was  nothing." 

Laura,  glancing  suddenly  at  Ellis's  blank 
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face,  guessed  something  of  what  was  in 
her  mind. 

^'It  is  not  that  I  in  the  least  undervalue 
your  kindness  and  Morris's  in  keeping 
silence,"  she  said.  ^^  The  matter  might 
have  caused  me  much  annoyance,  although 
it  was  not  very  important;  but  I  am  so 
much  vexed  with  myself  for  not  having  told 
you  that  my  father  knew  of  Mr.  Poland's 
coming.  He  was  angry  about  it,  but  that 
was  better  than  keej^ing  it  a  secret,  and  of 
course  he  would  wish,  as  I  do,  that  it  should 
not  be  made  a  subject  of  gossip." 

'^  But,  Miss  Laura,  can  you  explain  to  him, 
and  will  he  let  us  stay  ?  " 

'^  I  will  certainly  tell  him  about  it,  and  I 
have  little  doubt  that  he  will  let  you  stay ; 
but  I  do  not  know  about  Morris — poaching  is 
so  serious,  you  know." 

Ellis  burst  into  tears.  '^  Oh,  Miss  Laura, 
if   Morris  is  turned  away  and  gets  into  bad 
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company  wliat'll  become  of  him  ?  and  he  so 
steady  now!  Times  and  times  I've  said, 
^  You're  little  better  than  a  fool,  Morris,  to 
go  risking  your  place  for  them  nasty 
pheasants — which  you  never  taste.'  And  he 
just  seems  as  if  he  couldn't  help  it.  Oh, 
Miss  Laura,  I  must  run  away  or  Mrs.  Hughes 
'11  catch  me  and  scold  ever  so." 

And  Ellis  hastily  retreated,  while  Laura 
sat  down  by  the  fire,  trying  to  control  her 
unreasonable  terror  of  the  coming  interview. 
She  had  been  so  offended,  so  distressed,  so 
wounded  by  her  father's  behaviour  about 
Geoffrey  all  through,  that  it  was  unspeakably 
painful  to  her  that  the  subject  should  be 
revived  between  them.  She  had  nothing 
to  tell  him,  not  a  word  or  line  to  prove 
Geoffrey's  honour ;  but  she  was  not  disap- 
pointed, for  she  had  not  expected  it,  nor 
would  she  wish  to  see  him  again  until  this 
^^  passing  weakness"  of  which  he  had  told 
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her  had  died  away,  and  he  could  come  to 
her  without  a  doubt  of  her  place  in  his  life. 
But  not  a  word  of  this  could  she  explain, 
matters  were  just  as  they  were,  but  although 
while  she  grew  a  little  weary  she  was  never 
distrustful,  she  could  not  expect  others  to 
believe  blindly  in  honour  which  in  their  eyes 
had  never  been  proved. 

Presently  there  was  a  knock  at  the  door, 
and  Edith  came  in  to  say  good-night. 

^^  You  will  not  stay  up  worrying  yourself 
over  it  all  night,  Laura?"  she  said  anxiously. 

*'  Oh,  no  !  thanks  to  the  supper  you  have 
given  me  I  am  quite  refreshed,  and  since  I 
have  had  a  talk  with  Ellis  I  think  I  can  put 
things  nearly  right.  Has  father  gone  to  his 
study  ?  " 

^^Yes,  but  you  won't  disturb  him  there, 
Laura  ?  " 

''  Certainly  I  must.  Do  you  think  poor 
innocent  Ellis  or  I  could  sleep  if  T  did  not 
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explain  it  all  to  him  ?     It  will  not   be   my 
first  difficult  visit  there  !" 

'  ^  You  are  braver  than  I  am,  Laura ;  I 
should  be  frightened  to  death  if  I  saw  father 
very  angry." 

^'That  is  because  you  love  each  other," 
said  Laura,  simply,  unconscious  of  the  dreari- 
ness of  her  speech.  ^^  And  now  Edith,  good- 
night, I  will  go  at  once  before  my  courage 
fails." 

But  when  her  sister  had  gone,  after  a 
kiss  which  she  now  no  longer  refused,  she 
stood  for  many  necessary  minutes  to  prepare 
herself,  and  then  hurried  down  the  wide 
dim  staircase  and  knocked  at  the  study  door. 
Her  father  was  sitting  with  a  newspaper  in 
his  hand,  vainly  endeavouring  to  give  his 
attention  to  it,  and  as  Laura  went  quietly  in 
he  looked  so  anxious  and  troubled  that  a  new 
sense  of  compassion  for  him  came  over  lier 
and  made  her  first  words  s:entle. 
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^^I  wanted  to  speak  to  you  to-niglit, 
fatlier/'  she  said,  ^^ for  we  are  all  in  trouble 
until  I  have  explained."  And  her  manner 
influenced  his,  and  checked  the  angry  im- 
patience with  which  at  first  he  was  inclined 
to  greet  her. 

'^I  would  rather  put  off  explanation  until 
the  morning,  Laura ;  I  desired  Edith  to  tell 
you." 

^'  She  did  tell  me,  but  I  came  because  I 
am  sure  you  will  be  glad,  father,  as  I  am, 
that  it  has  all  been  a  misunderstanding,  and 
no  one  is  to  blame." 

Of  course  to  Laura  the  crime  of  poaching 
fell  into  the  background  of  importance 
in  comparison  with  the  other  charge  against 
Morris  and  Ellis. 

Mr.  Hilton  got  up  and  stood  with  his 
back  to  the  fire. 

^^  I  shall  be  glad,  indeed,  if  you  can  prove 
that,"  he  said;   "  but  I  am  afraid  that  even 
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you  can  scarcely  say  that  with  a  gun  in 
his  hand  a  pheasant  came  into  Morris's 
pocket  by  accident." 

^^No,  but  T  have  not  got  to  interfere 
with  that !  I  want  you  to  tell  me  what 
you  have  against  me  and  against  Morris 
and  Ellis  for  my  sake,  and  then  I  hope  to 
prove  that  it  is  all  nothing." 

^^  What  I  have  against  you,"  answered 
her  father,  slowly,  watching  her  carefully, 
^'  is  that  you  have  used  Morris  and  Ellis 
as  messengers  between  yourself  and  Mr. 
Poland  after  I  have  forbidden  you  to  have 
anything  to  do  with  him." 

He  fully  beheved  this  to  be  true,  although 
on  slight  foundation. 

^'  I  have  done  nothing  of  the  kind, 
father,"  answered  Laura,  firmly. 

''  Can  you  deny  that  both  of  these 
servants  saw  and  talked  to  him  on  his  last 
secret  and  most  dishonourable  visit?" 
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'^  No,  I  have  no  reason  for  denying  it, 
they  both  saw  him  and  talked  to  him,  but 
understanding  that  he  came  from  necessity 
not  choice,  they  gave  an  unasked  for 
assurance  that  they  would  say  nothing. 
The  whole  difficulty  has  arisen  from  my 
dislike  to  mentioning  the  subject.  I  ought 
to  have  told  them  that  vou  knew  from  me 
of  Mr.  Poland's  ^dsit,  but  I  did  not  do  so, 
and  they  have  nobly  kept  their  promise  of 
silence  to  him  and  to  me." 

Mr.  Hilton  felt  that  the  explanation  was 
reasonable,  and  could  scarcely  avoid  being 
convinced,  and  at  heart  he  was  glad,  but 
he  was  placed  in  a  painful  and  humiliating 
position,  and  could  not  see  how  to  come  oat 
of  it  with  dignity.  ^Tiile  he  stood  silent 
and  embarrassed  Laura  spoke  again. 

'^  You  will  believe  my  word,  father,  and 
allow  Ellis  to  stay — will  you  not  ?  And 
T  am  sure  with  all  my  heart  that  you  may 
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trust     Morris     too,     if     he     gives     you    a 
promise." 

'^  Ellis  can  stay,  of  course  ;  I  suj)pose  she 
has  not  been  to  blame ;  as  to  Morris,  I  must 
take  time  to  consider,  Laura.     I  am  sorry — " 

*^  Please,  don't  say  a  word  to  me,  father  I  " 
interrupted  Laura,  eagerly.  ^'  I  think  you 
will  trust  me  better  now,  and  all  that  I  care 
for  is  that  erery  one  in  the  house  should 
know  that  Ellis  has  done  nothing  wrong." 

**  I  will  see  to  that.  Kiss  me,  my  dear," 
said  her  father,  and  then  she  went  away 
without  another  word. 

Edith  was  watching  at  her  door  as  she 
passed  along  the  passage. 
.  ^^  It  is  all  right,  father  understands  it  all, 
I  am  going  to  tell  Ellis,"  she  said;  and 
Edith  went  back  to  her  room  and  cried 
with  relief,  and  went  quietly  to  sleep,  but 
Laura  lay  awake  far  into  the  night,  wonder- 
ing  when   these   difficulties  would  be  over. 
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and  wearying  for  the  day  to  come  when 
Geoffrey  would  stand  between  her  and  her 
troubles. 

The  breakfast  room  at  Blithefield,  in 
which  prayers  were  held,  had  two  doors 
in  the  same  wall,  a  few  feet  apart,  which 
Erica  declared  were  made  expressly  as  a 
tribute  to  the  dignity  of  Mrs.  Hughes,  that 
she  might  come  in  and  go  out  at  the  head 
of  the  long  procession  of  servants  without 
turning  round. 

Mr.  Hilton,  however,  had  never  perhaps 
properly  appreciated  the  value  of  this 
arrangement  until  the  morning  after  Laura's 
return,  when,  prayers  being  over,  his  abrupt 
exclamation,  ''Mrs.  Hughes,"  of  necessity 
arrested  the  whole  party,  so  that  every  one 
could  hear  the  few  words  he  had  to  say. 

''  I  wish  to  tell  you,  Mrs.  Hughes,  and  I 
am  glad  that  all  the  servants  should  hear 
me,  that   Miss  Laura  has  explained  to   my 


EXPLANATION.  269 

full  satisfaction  the  matter  in  which  I 
believed  Ellis  was  to  blame.  I  regret  having 
found  fault  with  her  without  cause,  and  I 
wish  you  to  request  her  in  my  name  to 
continue  her  services  to  the  young  ladies." 

''  Yes,  thank  you,  sir,  and  we're  all  glad 
to  hear  it,"  answered  Mrs.  Hughes,  and 
with  admirable  discretion  led  out  her  party 
without  another  word. 

Erica  stared  at  Laura  with  new-born 
respect  that  she  should  have  been  able  to 
bring  about  such  a  revolution,  and  the  three 
or  four  visitors  present  felt  awkward ;  but 
Laura  had  been  through  more  uncomfortable 
scenes  than  this,  and  sat  dowTi  to  breakfast 
wdth  tolerable  composure,  and  Bernard,  who 
was  in  the  habit  of  coming  over  early,  and 
had  nearly  equalled  Edith  in  his  anxiety  to 
know  what  would  happen,  gave  her  a 
brotherly  pat  on  the  back  as  he  went  to  his 
place,    whichj  giving    Erica  an    excuse   for 
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laughing,  put  them  all  at  their  ease 
again. 

Later  in  the  morning  Morris  had  a  *  ^  hard 
time  "  in  his  master's  study.  It  was  not  only 
that  Mr.  Hilton  held  poaching  in  hatred  and 
contempt,  but  that  he  felt  that  he  was 
risking  his  reputation  amongst  his  fellow 
'game  preservers  by  letting  him  off  at  all, 
and  certainly  it  should  not  be  done 
easily. 

But  the  matter  was  difficult,  for  he  had 
strong  scruples  about  exacting  promises. 

^^  I  do  not  wish  to  burden  either  your 
conscience  or  my  own  in  that  way,  Morris,'' 
he  said.  ^^  If  you  gave  me  your  word 
and  failed  to  keep  it  you  would  add  heavily 
to  your  present  fault,  and  I  should  in  some 
measure  feel  myself  to  blame.  I  must 
therefore  take  precautions,  and  shall  require 
an  explanation  of  your  presence  every  time 
you  are  seen  in  the  woods,  and  on  the  first 
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suspicion  which  T  consider  well-grounded, 
you  must  leave  my  service." 

^'Yes  sir,  thank  you  sir,"  answered 
Morris,  touching  his  forehead  several  times  ; 
'^  but  if  you  please,  sir,  may  I  drive  the 
young  ladies?" 

^^  Oh  yes,  of  course,  your  work  will  be 
just  the  same.  If  I  did  not  think  sufficiently 
well  of  you  to  allow  of  that  I  should  dismiss 
you  at  once." 

And  then  Morris  left  the  study  with  a 
light  heart  and  many  excellent  resolves. 
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SETTLING    D0\\^\ 

Richard  Allen,  after  a  somewhat  disturbed 
and  half-hearted  pursuit  of  grouse  in  Scot- 
land, was  suddenly  called  back  to  town, 
and  detained  there  on  business  for  three 
or  four  weeks  ;  so  that  it  was  the  end  of 
September  before  he  was  at  leisure  to  run 
down  to  Blithefield  and  see  what  effect 
absence  had  had  upon  his  own  feelings 
and  Miss  Verney's. 

Meanwhile  the  Hiltons  had  been  enter- 
taining one  set  of  guests  after  another, 
an  occupation  which  Edith  and  her  father 
thoroughly  enjoyed,  for  although  Mr. 
Hilton  was  scarcely   equal   to    a   long   day 
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over  the  stubbles  himself,  he  took  a 
personal  pride  in  every  good  bag  that 
was  made,  and  was  especially  pleased 
this  year,  because  beyond  all  comparison 
Bernard  proved  himself  the  best  shot  of 
the  party,  for  he  had  been  a  keen  sportsman 
in  India,  and  had  disdained  nothing  that 
came  in  his  way,  from  tigers  to  quails, 
being  a  man  who  went  in  for  things  whole- 
heartedly, and  with  content,  knowing  that 
great  prizes  would  not  fall  to  his  share 
every  day.  Nor  did  he  lose  hope  or 
patience  because  the  great  prize  of  his 
life  seemed  no  nearer  to  his  hands  as  the 
weeks  went  on. 

Edith  had  found  it  easy  to  recover  her 
spirits  in  Laura's  absence,  when  there  was 
no  sad  face  to  vex  her,  and  no  ever-jDresent 
sense  of  self-reproach  to  trouble  and  irritate 
her,  and  Bernard  almost  grieved  over  her 
apparently  perfect  content,  which  left  little 
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room  for  him.  And  yet  if  he  could  have 
looked  into  her  heart  he  would  have  seen 
that  she  could  not  hide  from  herself  that 
every  day  she  found  fresh  reason  for  liking 
him,  and  for  admiring  not  only  his  wise 
management  of  his  own  estate  but  his 
unobtrusive  influence  over  her  father  in 
matters  which  she  had  long  and  vainly 
wished  to  alter. 

Perhaps  if  these  things  had  not  been 
brought  before  her  every  day  she  would 
have  still  better  appreciated  them  ;  a  sharp 
inconsistency  now  and  then  would  have 
thrown  his  usually  reasonable  character  into 
relief ;  an  error  of  judgment  would  have 
shown  her  how  clear-sighted  his  common 
views  were;  while  even  an  occasional  fit  of 
ill-temper  would  only  have  called  her  atten- 
tion to  his  ordinary  connnand  over  himself. 
She  was  not  conscious  of  what  was 
wanting   to   kindle   her   respect   and  liking 
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into  love ;  she  only  knew  that  when  she 
allowed  herself  to  think  of  the  future, 
which  was  not  often,  she  felt  a  vague 
discontent  at  the  dead  level  of  ease  and 
comfort  and  protecting  care  which  seemed 
to  lie  before  her,  and  which  would  scarcely 
leave  room  for  her  own  individuality.  She 
was  a  necessary  part  of  everything  at 
Blithefield,  and  Bernard  would  make  her 
the  same  at  Offord ;  but  she  could  only  be 
a  comparatively  small  23art,  and  she  some- 
times envied  even  Lam^a,  because,  although 
she  was  of  small  importance  in  the  world, 
she  held  her  little  place  entirely  because 
of  what  she  was  herself. 

It  also  vexed  Edith  not  a  little  that  most 
of  her  guests  seemed  to  take  it  for  granted 
that  there  was  or  would  be  an  engagement 
between  herself  and  Bernard,  and  some- 
times she  made  such  efforts  to  prove  her 
indiJEerence   that   he   smiled    quietly,    as    if 
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in  indulgence  of  a  spoiled  child,  and, 
following  her  lead,  would  markedly  avoid 
her  for  a  few  hours ;  and  then  she  would 
feel  that  this  was  not  exactly  what  she 
wanted,  and  in  private  even  shed  a  few 
tears  of  vexation. 

One  or  two  of  the  guests  had  come  to  the 
house,  attracted  not  so  much  by  the  goodness 
of  the  sport  as  by  the  fair  young  mistress ; 
and  for  the  first  day  or  two,  before  they 
saw  how  the  land  lav,  had  made  themselves 
very  agreeable ;  but  the  light  in  which  Mr. 
Hilton  regarded  Bernard,  although  shown 
unconsciously,  was  so  unmistakable,  that 
g-ood  taste  seem  to  oblige  them  to  draw 
back,  and  Edith,  having  her  full  share  of 
love  of  admiration,  felt  this  to  be  a  grievance, 
although  she  could  not  deny  that  Bernard 
showed  to  advantage  amongst  them  all,  and 
was  a  lover  of  whom  any  girl  might  be 
proud. 
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Bernard     felt     tolerably     confident    that 
matters  would   come  right   for   him  in   the 
end  ;   but  he  would  clearly  not  be  fulfilling 
his  part  of    the  contract  with  Edith  if  he 
did  not  leave  her  perfectly  free  to  become 
acquainted   with   the    excellencies  of    other 
people,  and  compare  them  with  his  own.     He 
therefore   refrained   from   specially  seeking 
her  society  in  those  days ;   and  having  taken 
a  liking  to  Laura,  whom  he  found  an  intelli- 
gent   companion,    and    although    curiously 
ignorant  of    ordinary    subjects  of    interest, 
none   the   less   interesting  herself  for  that, 
he    gave    a   good  deal  of   his  time  to  her, 
both   to   her  pleasure   and   profit       Books, 
pictures,   music,   and  all  other  things  which 
make  life  pleasant  and  beautiful,  interested 
her   now,    since  she  had   known    Geoffrey, 
with  all  the  charm  of  novelty,  and  the  con- 
fidences she  gave  to  Bernard  concerning  her 
excursions  of    discovery   into  each  in  turn 
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both  touched  and  amused  him.  It  was 
he  who  suggested  that  a  seldom-used  piano 
should  be  sent  up  to  the  blue  study ;  it  was 
lie  who  laughingly  brought  her  a  shilling 
paint-box,  desiring  her  to  show  what  she 
could  do  with  that,  and  promising,  if  she 
proved  herself  worthy,  to  present  her  with 
one  of  greater  value ;  but,  what  perhaps  gave 
her  most  pleasure  of  all,  he  entrusted  her  with 
a  key  of  the  fine  old  library  at  Offord, 
which  was  kept  locked  whilst  the  workmen 
were  about,  and  told  her  to  borrow  what 
books  she  pleased. 

Laura  was  glad  to  have  the  piano,  but 
discovered,  after  a  fortnight's  plodding,  that 
she  had  no  taste — at  least  for  that  style  of 
music ;  but  with  her  paint-box  she  was  more 
successful,  and  although  she  discovered  that, 
at  any  rate  without  teaching,  it  was  useless 
to  attempt  anything  more  ambitious  than 
flower  painting,    she   was  herself    sm-prised 
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at  her  success  in  that,  for  the  delicate  and 
elaborate  silk  embroidery  to  which  she  had 
given  so  much  of  her  time  had  trained  both 
eye  and  hand. 

Bernard  was  beginning  to  share  in  the 
general  belief  at  Blithefield  that  they  had 
seen  the  last  of  Geoffrey  Poland.  There 
was  no  known  reason  why  he  should  not 
have  come  forward  long  ago  if  he  had  so 
wished  ;  but  he  seemed  to  have  dropped 
altogether  out  of  the  world  which  had 
formerly  known  him,  and  Mrs.  Mathewson, 
writing  from  Switzerland,  had  mentioned  in 
each  letter  lately  that  she  knew  nothing 
about  him,  excepting  that  he  had  left 
Talavera  and  gone  further  south.  If  it 
should  be  that  Laura  was  never  to  see  him 
again,  it  was  an  ahiiost  necessary  kindness 
to  bring  some  fresh  interests  into  her  life, 
and  Bernard  saw  that  her  own  family  were 
quite  unable  to  be  of  service  to  her  in  this 
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way.  Her  father  had  an  ever-present  con- 
sciousness of  having  treated  her  hardly ;  and 
although  he  would  have  wished  to  give  her^ 
various  indulgences,  felt  an  awkward  ignoi-- 
ance  how  to  begin,  and  so  let  the  matter 
slide.  Edith  felt  more  warmly  towards  her 
sister  than  in  days  gone  by,  but  distinctly 
recognised  that  there  could  never  be  genuine 
cordiality  between  them ;  while  Erica  de- 
clared that  Laura  was  always  developing 
in  new  directions  and  she  was  almost  afraid 
to  look  at  her. 

Mary  Verney  was  the  only  member  of 
the  household  who  still  believed  in  the 
likelihood  of  Geoffrey's  return.  She  under- 
stood him  better  than  the  others ;  and 
although  she  did  not  possess  the  key  to 
his  present  conduct,  she  firmly  believed 
that  he  was  only  waiting  for  the  moment 
which  he  felt  to  be  the  right  one  to  turn 
the  lock,  and  display  to  the  world  as  much 
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as  might  be  necessary  of  his  motives.  She 
herself  had  returned  to  Blithefield  after  a 
round  of  visits,  feeling  somewhat  dull  and 
dispirited.  Peter's  attentions  had  been 
disagreeable  at  the  time,  and  had  caused 
her  much  annoyance ;  but  she  had  not 
supposed  that  the  effect  would  have  lasted 
after  his  dismissal,  or  that  any  one  could 
have  misunderstood  her^  and  she  could  not 
hide  from  herself  that  she  was  not  a  little 
vexed  that  during  all  these  weeks  E-ichard 
Allen  had  shown  no  disposition  to  resume 
the  pleasant  intercourse  which  Peter  had 
interrupted,  and  she  bestowed  a  large 
portion  of  the  blame  upon  her  unfortunate 
and  unsuccessful  suitor. 

Could  it  be  possible  that  any  one  could 
think  that  she  had  given  him  encourage- 
ment ?  The  thought  was  too  horrible ! 
She  had  only  shown  him  what  she  considered 
necessary  kindness  and   civility;    but   then 
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some  men  were — well,  perhaps  rather  stupid 
in  these  matters,  and  Mr.  Allen,  nice  as  he 
was,  might  have  this  one  weak  point.  She 
had  been  back  at  Blitheiield  for  more  than 
a  fortnight  before  it  occurred  to  any  one  to 
mention  his  name,  excepting  with  the  passing 
information  that  he  was  very  busy,  but 
hoped  to  run  down  for  a  day  or  two  at 
the  pheasants  by-and-by.  She  was,  there- 
fore, taken  by  surprise,  and  felt  the  colour 
which  rushed  into  her  face  must  betray  her 
to  every  one  as  no  better  than  an  impression- 
able school-girl,  when  Mr.  Hilton  looked  up 
from  a  letter  he  was  reading  at  the  breakfast- 
table,  and  said  carelessly — 

^^  Dick  Allen  hopes  to  run  down  this 
evening,  Edith,  and  says  that  if  you  cannot 
conveniently  put  him  up,  he  will  ask  Off  or  d 
for  a  bed." 

'^Oh,  we  can  gladly  find  room  for  him, 
father,"  answered  Edith  cordially  ;  and  then, 
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with  a  sudden  remembrance  that  the  matter 
would  interest  Mary,  she  looks  round  to 
make  some  remarks  to  her,  but,  seeing  her 
discomfort,  hastily  turned  away  her  eyes 
again,  and  spoke  to  Erica  instead. 

'^  Some  of  you  girls  had  better  take 
Morris  and  the  ponies  and  meet  him  by  the 
six-o'clock  train,"  Mr.  Hilton  went  on ;  and 
the  others  having  engagements,  Laura  said 
she  should  like  to  go.  She  had  an  idea  that 
he  might  wish  to  ask  her  a  question  or  two ; 
and  although  she  had  nothing  to  tell  him, 
she  might  manage  to  give  him  an  assurance 
that  there  was  no  one  in  his  way. 

^'Well,  I  call  this  good  of  you,  Laura!" 
he  said  heartily,  when  he  and  his  guns 
arrived  at  the  station,  and  he  came  out  to 
the  carriage  and  took  the  reins ;  for  he  was 
one  of  the  few  people  whom  Morris  allowed 
to  drive  the  ponies.  ''Do  you  know,  if  I 
had  been   asked  what  I  should  like  best,  I 
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should  have  said  a  little  talk  with  you. 
Now,  I  am  not  going  to  waste  the  few 
precious  minutes  by  being  shy  over  the 
matter,  so  just  tell  me  all  about  things 
since  friend  Peter  went  away." 

Laura  found  that,  although  she  had  so 
little  to  tell,  every  word  was  interesting, 
and  he  did  not  forget  a  delicate  inquiry 
about  her  own  difficulties,  instantly  changing 
the  subject,  however,  when  he  saw  that  she 
had  nothing  to  say.  They  were  both  well 
pleased  with  each  other,  and  he  looked  so 
happy  as  he  jumped  out  of  the  carriage  and 
joined  the  party  sitting  on  the  lawn  before 
dressing  for  dinner,  that  Mary  thought  to 
herself  that  he  at  least  had  not  been 
suffering  from  anxiety  since  they  parted. 
Edith  did  not  send  them  in  to  dinner 
together,  for  she  knew  that  Mary  would  not 
like  it  on  that  first  evening ;  so  they  had 
little    to    say    to    each     other    until    later, 
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when  Richard  seized  a  quiet   moment,   and 
said — 

^^  I  hope  jou  do  not  forget,  Miss  Verney, 
that  you  promised  to  walk  with  me  through 
the  woods  to  Offord,  and  the  promise  has 
not  yet  been  fulfilled — will  you  come  to- 
morrow ?  " 

^^  Surely  the  pheasants  are  of  first  im- 
portance ?  "  answered  Mary,  nervously. 

""  I  suppose  some  temporary  disarrange- 
ment of  ideas,  as  our  friend  Peter  would 
say,  makes  you  forget  that  ^o-morrow  will  be 
only  the  thirtieth,"  said  Richard,  smiling. 

'^  But,  Mr.  Allen,  your  jDath  is  no  longer 
new  to  me,  I  went  through  it  a  few  days 
aoo." 

Richard  looked  vexed.  '^  Of  course,  Miss 
Verney,  I  shall  not  press  you  to  go  if  you 
do  not  like  it,"  he  said. 

^^  But  I  should  like  it,"  answered  Mary, 
and  then  turned  to  speak  to  some  one  else. 
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^^I  should  say  that  would  be  a  keen 
sportsman,"  said  Major  Harper,  who  had 
driven  over  with  Captain  Bonar  the  next 
morning,  laughing  as  he  watched  Richard 
sauntering  away  with  Mary,  with  much 
apparent  carelessness,  towards  the  Offord 
woods  ;  and  Mr.  Hilton  smiled  indulgently, 
and  had  no  wish  to  interfere,  nor  did  he 
put  a  single  obstacle  in  the  way  when, 
late  in  the  morning,  Richard  came  to  liim, 
as  the  best  representative  of  a  father  that 
Mary  possessed,  and  asked  for  his  consent 

and  good  wishes. 

"  I  am  sm^e  it  is  quite  a  blessing  to  have 
a  comfortable  pair  of  lovers,  who  know  their 
own  minds,  in  the  house  at  last,"  said  Erica 
to  Mrs.  Bonar ;  and  her  sister  laughed  and 
agreed  with  her,  and  thought  that  in  this 
case  it  would  be  difficult  to  find  a  reasonable 
objection. 
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ANXIETY. 

September  had  been  brilliantly  fine  and 
warm,  and  was  perhaps  the  pleasantest  time 
of  the  whole  year  at  Blithefield  ;  but  October 
began  badly,  and  seemed  determined  to  keep 
up  its  character.  Whole  days  of  wind  and 
heavy  rain  stopped  the  shooting,  and  Edith 
and  Erica  had  to  exert  themselves  to  the 
utmost  to  find  interest  and  occupation  for 
their  guests.  The  lovers,  of  course,  could 
not  be  expected  to  do  much,  but  even  they 
occasionally  awoke  to  the  fact  that  time  was 
not  passing  quite  so  pleasantly  for  others 
a  for  themselves,  and  would  make  some 
spasmodic  attempts  at  being  more  generally 
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agreeable.  Indeed,  every  one  did  what  they 
could.  Bernard  came  over  one  morning  and 
invited  all  those  who  were  inclined  to  brave 
the  weather  to  go  to  Offord  and  ramble  over 
the  old  house,  and  have  luncheon  in  the  big 
hall,  an  invitation  which  seemed  to  be 
impromptu,  but  had  really  been  devised 
between  himself  and  Edith  the  day  before. 
All  were  eager  to  go,  those  who  were  delicate 
could  drive  ;  but  some  of  the  company  felt 
that  there  were  occasions  on  which  ^'  two 
under  an  umbrella "  was  anything  but  an 
unpleasant  position. 

Another  day.  Captain  Bonar  brought 
over  a  band  of  strolling  conjurors,  from 
Mornington,  and  made  them  give  perfor- 
mances in  the  big  hall,  which  rather 
interfered  with  dinner,  but  furnished  much 
subject  for  conversation,  for  of  course 
half  the  party  were  ready  to  declare  that 
the  tricks  were  childishly  simple,  and  could 
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be  seen  through  in  a  moment,  although  they 
wisely  declined  to  put  their  assertions  to 
the  test. 

Bad  as  the  weather  was,  Mr.  Hilton 
persisted  in  setting  every  one  an  example  of 
activity,  and  either  rode  or  walked  out 
every  day,  returning  in  a  soaked  condition, 
which  caused  his  daughters  great  anxiety, 
and  seemed  beyond  the  reach  of  ordinary 
preventives.  But  at  last  one  morning, 
when  least  looked  for,  the  sun  shone 
brightly  through  the  windows  of  the 
long  southern  front,  and  the  faces 
round  the  breakfast-table  reflected  its 
brightness. 

But  an  unusual  thing  happened — the 
guests  had  to  wait  for  their  host ;  and  when 
at  last  he  did  appear,  and  with  a  hurried 
bow  wished  them  all  good  morning,  and 
rang  the  bell  for  prayers,  after  the  first  few 
words      his     voice     failed,     and     touching 
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Richard  on  the  shoulder,  he  made  him  take 
his  place. 

Perhaps  Mary  had  never  before  admired 
her  lover  so  much  as  upon  this  occasion, 
when  he  was  called  upon  at  a  moment's 
notice  to  conduct  a  service  which  he  knew 
little  about,  before  a  large  partj  of  guests, 
and  a  still  larger  one  of  servants ;  but  the 
first  tones  of  his  full,  deep  voice  reassured 
her,  and  he  went  on  unhesitatingly, 
although  there  was  scarcely  a  head  in  the 
room  that  was  not  turned  at  the  unexpected 
sound. 

^^  I  don't  know  what  to  make  of  myself 
this  morning,"  said  Mr.  Hilton,  when  the 
servants  had  passed  out.  ^'My  bones  are 
aching,  and  my  head  going  round ;  and 
if  I  had  not  had  you  to  fall  back  upon, 
Dick,  I  should  have  come  off  badly." 

^^You  must  have  caught  cold,  father 
dear,"   said  Edith,  anxiously.      '^  You  have 
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been  so  obstinate  about  going  out  in  the 
wet,  and  now  the  sunshine  has  got  into 
your  head.  Make  haste  and  drink  some 
hot  coffee,  it  will  do  you  good." 

She  made  him  give  up  his  place  at  the 
foot  of  the  table,  and  sit  beside  her ;  but 
he  could  eat  nothing,  and  although  no  one 
seemed  to  notice  him  much,  they  all  thought 
him  very  ill.  He  insisted  on  going  out  to 
see  the  sportsmen  start,  and  to  speak  to 
the  dogs;  but  he  soon  went  back  again, 
and,  confessing  himself  beaten,  was  per- 
suaded to  go  to  bed,  and  send  for  the 
doctor. 

"  Don't  let  a  fuss  be  made  about  it, 
Edith.  I  have  got  a  chill  somehow,  I 
beKeve,  that  is  all,  and  make  Bernard  take 
my  place  in  every  way  he  can." 

'^  No,  you  must  let  Richard  do  that, 
father  dear,  it  will  be  more  fitting  for  him, 
being  a  cousin,   and  staying    in  the  house 
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and  all,"  answered  Edith,   with  embarrass- 
ment. 

*^  I  would  much  rather  it  was  Bernard ; 
but  settle  it  amongst  yourselves,"  said  her 
father,    wearily,    unconscious   of    the    awk- 
wardness of  the   position  in  which  he  had 
intended  to    place  her;  but  Edith  thought 
of   a  still  better   arrangement,    and  sent  to 
beg  Janet  and  Walter  to  come  and  stay  for 
a  while,  and  it  was  fortunate  that  they  could 
come   to   share    her    responsibilities,    for   a 
severe  chill,  caught  in  one  of  his  imprudent 
walks  during  the   wet   weather,    turned  to 
rheumatic  fever,  and  for   a   few  days   Mr. 
Hilton  was  in  great  danger,  during   which 
he  could    scarcely  bear    any   one    to  come 
near  him  but  Edith  and  Bernard,  and  Mrs. 
Hughes    who     nursed    him    indefatigably. 
Janet  stole   in   for   a   minute    or  two   now 
and  then,  but  he  scarcely  noticed  her,  and 
Laura   and     Erica    vainly    begged    to    be 
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allowed  to  do  the  same,  one  could  not  be 
admitted  without  the  other,  and  he  shrunk 
with  unreasoning  dislike  from  seeing 
Laura. 

Every  hour  that  Bernard  could  spare 
from  overlooking  his  own  a:ffairs  was  either 
spent  in  the  sick  room  or  in  seeing  that 
matters  went  right  at  Blithefield.  Neither 
of  Mr.  Hilton's  sons-in-law  knew  anything 
about  the  management  of  an  estate,  and 
the  blind  confidence  he  had  in  Bernard 
eased  his  own  mind  of  all  anxiety  while 
it  caused  him  many  difficulties,  by  placing 
him  in  a  false  position  towards  every  one, 
and  towards  Edith  most  of  all.  He  was 
scrupulously  careful  to  take  no  advantage 
of  it,  and  to  treat  his  temporary  authority 
as  a  mere  matter  of  convenience;  but  he 
could  see  that  she  felt  the  position  keenly, 
although  he  did  not  perceive  that  one-half 
of    her    vexation    was    caused    by    a    very 
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natural  touch  of  wounded  pride,  because, 
after  all  his  trainiiiir  and  her  wilUno:  study 
of  his  ways  and  ideas,  her  father  passed 
her  over  as  if  incapable,  and  gave  the 
government  into  other  hands. 

The  visitors,  of  course,  dispersed  as  soon 
as  the  serious  nature  of  the  illness  became 
known :  but  the  Bonars  staved,  and  ^Irs. 
Paget  came  for  a  few  days,  so  the  house 
was  saved  from  the  desolate  feelincr  of 
unavoidable  desertion.  The  few  days  of 
anxiety  and  danger  were  terrible  ones  to 
Laura.  She  hated  scenes,  she  despised 
sensational  reconciliations  and  ever^i^hinsr 
of  the  kind — it  would  have  been  torture  to 
her  to  see  her  father  sufitering  and  to  be 
able  to  do  nothing  to  help  him ;  but  she 
felt  a  passionate  desire  to  stand  right  in 
his  eyes,  and  that  as  he  lay  there  in 
danger  of  his  life,  if  he  thought  of  her  at 
all.   it  might   be   as  of   one  whom    he  had 
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riiLsjudged  and  wlio  was  now  justified  in 
luH  siglit.  Hhe  blamed  liorself  for  what  was 
past  but  with  no  morbid  exaggeration  ;  the 
fault  had  not  been  wholly  hers,  it  dated 
back  80  far  that  nhe  scarcely  cared  now 
to  think  froni  whence  it  had  sprung ;  but 
she  felt  that  slie  could  almost  give  up  the 
fair  hopes  of  future  days  if  the  weight  of 
her  father's  displeasure  and  want  of  love 
could  be  lifted  from  her  heart.  Then  the 
time  came  wljen  lie  was  pronounced  out 
of  danger  and  even  on  tlie  high  road  to 
recovery,  and  she  could  see  no  reason 
why  he  arid  she  should  any  longer  be 
estranged ;  so  watching  her  opportunity, 
when  Mrs.  flughes  was  absent,  she  went 
quietly  into  Ijis  room. 

^^  I  am  glad  you  are  getting  on  so  well, 
father,"  she  said  in  a  commonplace  tone, 
going  up  to  his  bedside  and  kissing  him, 
and  he,  with   a  sense  of  relief,   as  from  the 
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lifting  of  a  burden,  held  out  his  hand 
and  answered — 

*^Yes,  my  dear;  thank  God!  I  am 
much  better,  and  I  am  glad  to  see 
you." 

And  then  Laura,  although  not  without 
a  quiver  in  her  voice,  for  he  still  looked 
terribly  ill,  told  him  how  beautiful  the 
woods  were  looking  in  their  autumn  glory, 
and  that  she  hoped  that  in  a  few  days  he 
would  sit  up  and  see  them ;  and  then  Mrs. 
Hughes  came  back  and  she  went  away, 
but  not  until  her  father  had  said — 

^^  Come  again  to-morrow,  my  dear." 

Mrs.  Mathewson  had  come  back  to 
town  to  arrange  about  the  letting  of  her 
house  before  going  to  Nice  for  the  winter ; 
and  when  she  heard  that  the  doctor 
advised  a  few  weeks  at  the  seaside  with 
warm  baths  for  Mr.  Hilton,  and  that  he 
was    in    some    perplexity,    not    caring    to 
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transplant  his  whole  household  to  St. 
Leonards,  nor  to  leave  his  young 
daughters  behind,  she  wrote  and  offered 
to  take  Erica  abroad  with  her,  and  give 
her  the  advantage  of  perfecting  French 
and  Italian  in  a  foreign  city.  Such  an 
opportunity  was  not  to  be  expected  again, 
and  Erica  was  wild  to  go ;  but  then  came 
the  question,  who  was  to  be  left  at 
Blithefield  ? 

Edith,  of  course,  must  go  with  her  father, 
and  much  wished  for  Mary's  company  for 
the  few  weeks  before  her  marriage,  which 
was  to  take  place  at  Blithefield  as  soon  as 
they  got  back  again ;  but  Laura  could  not  be 
left  at  home  alone  as  the  head  of  a  large 
household,  nor  could  Mr.  Hilton  make  up 
his  mind  to  shut  up  the  house  for  the  first 
time  in  his  life  ;  but  at  last,  after  much  dis- 
cussion, Janet  came  forward  and  solved  the 
difficulty,   by   proposing   that    she   and   her 
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husband  and  children  should  transplant  them- 
selves from  Daisy  Lodge,  and  keep  Laura 
company. 

^^But,  my  dear,  there  is  still  a  difficulty, 
and  I  do  not  see  how  to  get  over  it,"  said 
her  father,  when  he  had  expressed  his  entire 
approval  of  the  plan  as  regarded  the  house- 
hold. '^  You  must  not  be  offended  when  I 
say  that  I  could  not  put  the  management  of 
the  estate  under  Walter  s  care ;  he  has,  of 
course,  had  no  opportunity  of  learning  to 
understand  such  matters,  and  he  might  not 
like  to  be  here  and  see  Bernard  in  authority, 
for  he  has  offered  to  manage  everything  for 
me  in  my  absence." 

^'  I  don't  think  you  need  mind  about  that, 
father,"  answered  Janet;  ^^for  although  lam 
his  wife,  and  prejudiced,  I  must  say  that 
Walter  has  the  very  best  temper  and  the 
largest  mind  of  any  man  I  ever  saw ;  and  if 
you  could  only  let  him  manage  the   stables 
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he  would  be  perfectly  happy,  and  he  under- 
stands that  thoroughly." 

"•  With  all  my  heart,  I  shall  be  grateful  to 
him  for  it :  but  Janet,  it  is  a  delicate  thing  to 
suggest  that  he  must  leave  everything  else 
to  Bernard." 

^^  Oh,  I  will  put  that  all  right,  and  if  you 
have  no  other  difficulties,  you  may  go  to 
St.  Leonards  quite  happily." 

'^  Well,  my  dear,  there  are  one  or  twa 
more,  but  perhaps  you  can  clear  those  away 
also  ;  one  is  about  Laura— supposing  that 
fellow  should  appear,  what  would  you  do  ?  " 

^'  Put  it  all  right  in  five  minutes," 
answered  Janet.  ^*  Nothing  can  be  easier 
than  to  find  out  what  he  means,  if  he  does 
come ;  but  I  am  almost  afraid  he  never  will. 
But,  father,  you  may  trust  that  to  me  as 
comfortably  as  you  can  the  horses  to  Walter; 
and  now  for  another  one." 

*^  Perhaps  you  have  seen  something  of  this 
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for  yourself,  Janet — I  mean  Edith's  vexation 
and  unwillingness  about  leaving  Bernard  in 
authority." 

^'  Yes,  father,  I  have  noticed  and  can  quite 
understand  it ;  but  1  think  we  must  leave 
them  to  settle  it  between  themselves — we 
can  do  no  good  by  speaking." 

^'  But  I  can't  bear  to  see  the  child 
vexed  ?  " 

'^  It  cannot  be  helped,  and  I  think  it  will 
pass  off  better  if  unnoticed.  She  has  said  a 
word  or  two  to  me,  but  I  could  give  her  no 
advice ;  she  must  settle  it  herself  with  Ber- 
nard, and  I  feel  sure  that  he  will  not  let  it  go 
on  much  longer  without  explanation.  I  don't 
think  you  need  worry  yourself  over  it, 
father  ;  I  believe  it  will  be  all  right."  And 
Mr.  Hilton  felt  that  Janet  was  a  comfort  to 
him,  although,  of  course,  no  one  could  ever 
be  like  Edith,  his  pride  and  darling. 

Edith    was,  indeed,  disturbed    and    very 
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unhappy  in  these  daySj  when  her  father  and 
Bernard  were  settling  matters  between  them, 
almost  without  consulting  her  ;  but  beyond  a 
few  words  to  Janet  she  bore  her  vexation  in 
silence. 

But  Bernard,  although  not  unobservant, 
could  not  let  her  unspoken  objections  in- 
fluence him  in  a  matter  where  her  father's 
comfort  and  ease  of  mind  were  so  largely 
concerned,  and  it  was  not  until  everything 
was  settled  that  he  spoke  to  her  on  the 
subject. 

But  one  dav,  when  there  had  been  many 
matters  under  discussion,  and  Mr.  Hilton 
had  been  especially  urgent  that  he  should 
use  his  own  judgment  and  decide  questions 
requiring  immediate  attention  without  re- 
ferring to  him,  Bernard,  looking  at  Edith, 
saw  that  her  eyes  were  full  of  tears,  and, 
making  some  trifling  excuse,  she  hurried 
from    the   room.     After  a  few  moments  he 


302  DOWN   THE   WAY. 

followed  her,  and  guessing  that  she  would 
take  refuge  in  her  favourite  comer — the 
deep  bay  window  curtained  off  from  the 
big  hall — he  joined  her  there,  and  found  her 
leaning  her  head  against  the  heavy  oaken 
shutter  in  an  attitude  of  extreme  dejection. 

He  put  his  hand  gently  on  her  arm,  and 
she  turned  round  to  him — not  unwillingly — 
for  she,  too,  felt  that  the  time  had  come  for 
an  explanation  between  them. 

'^I  think,  Edith,"  he  said,  'Hhat  you  are 
making  yourself  unhappy  about  a  fancy 
which  I  assure  you  exists  in  your  own  mind 
only." 

She  looked  up  quickly,  but  said  nothing, 
and  he  went  on  :  ''  You  think  that  by  taking 
the  place  your  father  is  so  anxious  to  give 
me  I  am  laying  you  under  an  obligation 
and  drawing  a  sort  of  net  round  you ;  but  I 
assure  you  it  is  not  so." 

^^But,  Bernard,  how  can   I   help  feeling 
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it?"  she  cried  eagerly.  ^^  How  can  I  show 
my  gratitude  and  prove — "  but  he  inter- 
rupted her. 

'^  Do  not  let  such  words  be  used  between 
us,  dear.  I  am  doing  it  all  for  you,  and 
you  know  it ;  but  I  think  I  do  most  things 
for  the  same  reason,  and  it  is  my  pleasure. 
I  am  not  adding  one  feather  weight  to  the 
debt  which  every  woman  owes  to  the  man 
who  loves  her.  I  shall  not  shorten  your 
year  of  liberty  by  a  day,  I  shall  not  claim 
one  privilege  which  you  have  not  given  me 
before,  and  I  am  not  laying  you  under  any 
obligation  in  my  own  eyes  or  your  father's 
by  doing  what  gives  me  pleasure  and  helps 
him.  Will  you  not  look  at  it  in  this 
light?" 

Edith  was  silent  for  a  moment,  and  then 
looked  up  at  him  with  eyes  from  which 
the  trouble  had  passed  away. 

'^  O,    Bernard  !  "    she   said,    ^'  how   can  I 
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say  to  you  often  enough,  how  good  you  are 
to  me !  " 

He  raised  her  hand  to  his  lips — as  he  had 
done  many  times  before — and  went  away 
in  silence,  but  not  unhappily. 
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